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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The following agencies were represented in the discussion:  Florida Department of Environmental Protection’s Division of State Lands, Division of Recreation and Parks, Office of Greenways and Trails, and Office of Coastal and Aquatic Managed Areas; Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services’ Division of Forestry;  Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission; Florida Department of Community Affairs’ Florida Communities Trust; Florida Department of State’s Department of Historic Preservation; Northwest Florida Water Management District; St. John’s Water Management District; Suwannee River Water Management District; Southwest Florida Water Management District; South Florida Water Management District.
Introduction:  The Department of Environmental Protection’s Deputy Secretary for Land and Recreation Bob Ballard and Acting Director of the Division of State Lands Deborah Poppell provided welcoming remarks.  Bob Ballard and Dr. Greg Brock gave a brief synopsis of the Acquisition and Restoration Council (ARC) workshop concerning prioritization of projects that was held on 
October 12.   A discussion followed regarding the need for ARC input, not only on priorities during the remaining years of Florida Forever but also for how such prioritization and other ARC functions should be executed in a potential future land conservation program.  

Deborah Poppell then gave a brief summary of the first Agency meeting and a listing of concepts/principles for which consensus had been reached.  These were:

( Agreement was unanimous that there is still a large need for a new program and that funding levels should be higher under a new program to accommodate remaining need and higher real estate prices.
( The most common reasons stated were that projects need to be completed, critical resources and ecosystems are not yet adequately protected, water resource quality and quantity are in great need of protection, demand for green infrastructure and recreational opportunity is outpacing supply, and Florida’s tourist-based economy and great quality of life need continued preservation.
( Most participants agreed that:  the percentages of funding distribution should probably remain the same (with some possible minor tweaking for Suwannee and NWF WMDs); goals and measures need to continue to be emphasized; land management funding needs to be doubled to 3% and all managed lands need to be eligible for funding; flexibility of spending for the WMDs needs to remain.

( Many suggestions were made about what changes and/or additions might be needed in the new program, what the most pressing land management needs are and how to be more strategic in focusing the state’s efforts.  
The day’s agenda was described by Moderator Lynda Godfrey as being discussions of several key issues that had emerged from the previous meeting as needing more discussion.  The morning was dedicated to land management questions, with the afternoon session dedicated to questions pertaining to land acquisition tools.
Summary of Discussions
Topic 1:  Land Management
Question 1:  How can interim land management be improved?  Consideration of funding, timing, capitalization needs, possible formulas, etc.
Several agencies pointed to a need for a distinct process to help them access the ‘up to 10%’ funding of the yearly DSL allocation available for initial capital improvements on newly acquired lands.  Also, both the up-front capitalization and initial interim management costs were described by most participants as needing to be specifically linked to creating public access opportunities and meeting security needs as quickly as possible.  The current requirement for start-up capital improvements to be project based instead of acquisition based was discussed, and consensus was that including this information up-front on an acquisition basis would be better since not all acquisitions within a project require the same amount of capitalization.  It was agreed that a new program should narrow the applicable focus for these specific capital improvement funds to standardized starter kits for public access and security implementation.
A suggestion was made to explore the possibility of linking the up-front capital improvement needs to the interim land management funding as a package proposal.  In fact, one suggestion was to require both a management prospectus (as currently) and a separate interim management prospectus at the outset of a project.  A need for increased time to use interim management dollars in certain circumstances was also expressed, although a jump from the current 2 years to 5 years was considered too large an increase by some.  It was also expressed that any increase in the amount of time would need to be accompanied by more explicit criteria for use of the interim management funds.  A question was raised as to why the ARC is set to approve capital improvement expenditures in rule and whether this should be changed to direct BOT approval in a future program.
Question 2:
How can long-term land management be improved?  Consideration of formulas, coordination, differing needs of different agencies/WMDs, regionalization, etc.
Consensus was maintained on including all lands managed for conservation by a participating agency as being eligible for long-term land management funding.  Additionally, those agencies who perform co-management duties with other agencies felt that all participating agencies should be able to receive funding for their management activities, regardless of who is designated as “lead manager.”
It was pointed out that water management districts use the Water Management Lands Trust Fund for many of their management needs (as well as for pre-acquisition costs and SWIM projects) and that the newly imposed cap on that fund by the legislature was causing serious problems with management.  The same is true for the Division of Recreation and Parks with respect to the Land Acquisition Trust Fund (which is actually a source of operational/management dollars rather than acquisition funding).  It was felt that the caps on those funds needed to either be removed or, more realistically, raised to a level where adequate management and public access could be maintained over time, especially as more conservation acres are acquired.

Discussion was held on how to take better advantage of the interagency “strike team” concept that has worked well in certain areas of the state for fire management and invasive species control.  The consensus of opinion was that this should primarily be accomplished through greater use of formalized agreements (such as Memoranda of Understanding) so that there could be a better tracking of results.
It was pointed out that despite different agencies having different missions and therefore slightly different emphasis in their day-to-day management activities, enough commonalities exist that it would be advantageous to have a statewide set of criteria and/or BMPs for certain types of management (fire, invasive species and desired future habitat condition were cited as examples).  Greater coordination of management plans toward a broad set of goals and objectives was suggested.  It was also felt that currently available tools would allow the establishing of central data bases and resultant common measurable management goals for showing the overall success of land management activities in the state.  To that end it was suggested that a future program move toward a goal of creating an annual program-based review and published document that could report successes based upon a common set of outcome measures.

Question 3:  How do we deal with the challenges posed by potential alternative uses of State and Water Management District lands (e.g., water resource/water supply development; intensified agricultural uses including row crops, citrus, sod, etc.)?
The first topic to be discussed under this question was that of doing off-site mitigation on state lands.  This was felt to be somewhat dangerous ground by several attendees, who questioned the achievement of “no net loss” of wetlands in the case where a private developer is allowed to restore an area of wetlands already owned by the state.  There was general consensus that mitigation must be durable and achieve some permanent ecological value, regardless of whether the state allows situations of off-site mitigation to occur on their lands.  The development of very strict criteria and the rare application of this type of activity were encouraged.  One suggestion that seemed well received was the idea of encouraging private entities to either purchase lands outright for the purposes of mitigation (or reimburse the Board of Trustees or Water Management District for the purchase price) and then donate the land back to the state when the mitigation has been completed along with an endowment for management costs in perpetuity.
There was a brief discussion of mitigation for carbon credits.  It was agreed that this possibility is still in its infancy and will require further scientific investigation before becoming a mainstream possibility.  It was felt, however that the state should be in a position to take advantage of the carbon trading market to advance its conservation goals, should this idea become better developed.

The next discussion centered on the challenge of alternative uses of conservation lands.  There was general acknowledgement that more and more requests of this nature were being fielded by agencies and especially by water management districts, and that this would require better guidance and more unified and rigorous criteria in order to be able to deal with such requests both fairly and in the best interests of the state’s conservation mission.  For example, a need was expressed for more clearly stated limits for row crops on state conservation lands as well as for clarification of how replacement lands are deemed sufficient in exchanges.  It was mentioned that the answers to many of these challenges would also be dependent on a better and more detailed understanding of restrictions placed by the tax codes on lands bought with bonded dollars.  A future meeting with agencies and water management districts was promised by the Department to address this particular issue.
Topic 2:  Acquisition Tools
Question 1:  What specific coordination of agencies and WMD’s with sub-programs of Florida Forever (FCT, OGT, etc.) could enhance acquisition?
The first suggestion was to make a legislative change that would allow the use of Florida Forever Funds with FCT funds in cases where criteria for both kinds of projects are met.  Additionally, it was suggested that allowing rural counties to have some guarantee of receiving FRDAP funding for development of the sites they acquire through FCT would create increased incentive for such counties to develop applications for FCT funding.    The Division of Recreation and Parks suggested adding bonus points to FRDAP applications that are related to FCT applications/grants.  The DRP and DCA agreed to begin implementing this change even prior to a successor program.
Another suggestion was that due to the escalating cost of coastal lands and the need to protect Florida’s coasts from damage by keeping lands as natural barriers for storms and buffers against sea level rise, the Office of Coastal and Aquatic Managed Areas be given a separate allocation of funds for acquisition of key coastal areas similar to the Office of Greenways and Trails.

An extensive discussion of the pros and cons of using eminent domain to acquire key inholdings and other important parcels such as those needed for flood control or water storage was held.  The group appeared evenly split between a desire to avoid the use of any eminent domain entirely, and the desire to be able to use eminent domain (or even “friendly eminent domain”) as a way to give landowners the incentive to become willing sellers.  While no consensus was reached, many folks seemed to lean toward having eminent domain ability available but used only in the most extreme circumstances.  
The potential for developing other incentives to help create willing sellers was raised.  Examples that should be explored included tax portability, being able to offer more than 100% of value for essential parcels or key inholdings, expanded use of Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT), and guaranteed tax breaks for retention of perpetual conservation easements. 
Question 2:  What specific coordination between the state agencies and other entities such as WMDs, local governments, NGOs and land trusts could enhance acquisition?
The renewed use of 161 agreements between the Division of State lands and the Water Management Districts was advocated.    Consensus was also reached that, at least in the case of local governments, having the local government hold title with some type of reverter or transfer clause would bring more counties back into partnerships with the state, since many of their bonded funding mechanisms require them to hold title.  
Increased use of partnerships with local land trusts as well as federal agencies (such as NRCS) was discussed.  The creation of a central database or “one-stop shopping destination” with menus that showed the availability of funding sources for such potential partnerships was advocated.

Question 3:  What specific coordination with planning tools (e.g., RLSA, sector planning, etc.) could enhance acquisition?
Dr. Robert Pennock from the Department of Community Affairs gave a brief overview of how the DCA views the Rural Lands Stewardship Program and what changes in the program they are pursuing.  Specifically the DCA advocates returning to a 50,000-acre threshold for RLSA projects, true protection of functioning agricultural lands and the use of permanent rather then shorter term conservation easements.  They also feel strongly that the Comprehensive Plan amendments that are part of RLSAs should require the coordination between all affected state agencies and local governments.  The DCA is currently engaged in rulemaking for RLSA and the Division of State Lands expressed a desire for involvement in any RLSA proposal discussions where the conservation lands fall inside of Florida Forever Project boundaries.  All agencies were encouraged to be involved in the current rulemaking effort.  
Attendees at the meeting were reminded that RLSA is first and foremost a planning tool for which the incentive is development rather than conservation.  It is a proactive rather than a reactive program, and even once an RLSA is approved, individual owners only opt in on a volunteer basis.  Some attendees felt that conservation easements within RLSA projects that share lands with Florida Forever projects should be held by the Board of Trustees.  Overall consensus appeared to lean in the direction that RLSA needs refinement, perhaps legislatively, before it is able to provide adequate protection for conservation lands.  Finally a question was raised as to who would be monitoring the conservation easements contained in RLSA projects.  This is another question that would need to be answered.

Summary and Wrap-up

It was announced that the summaries of the two agency meetings as well as the upcoming public workshops would eventually be posted on the Division of State Lands’ website.  Dates and times for the two public workshops were also announced and posted.
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