
March 1, 2004

Hon. Paul Pass, Mayor

City of Bonita Springs

9220 Bonita Beach Road

Suite 111

Bonita Springs, FL 34135

Re: Possible Agripartners Annexation

Dear Mayor Pass and Members of City Council:

The undersigned conservation organizations active in Lee County have serious concerns about the annexation and development of four sections of the Agripartners property in the Density Reduction/Groundwater Resource Area and request that you deny the annexation. The parcel is a critical environmental feature of the region, and it should not be developed as part of an urban area.

Our organizations have joined together to protect environmentally sensitive lands and prevent urban sprawl in the Density Reduction/Groundwater Resource (DR/GR) lands in southeastern Lee County. We have developed a document outlining the ongoing loss of wildlife habitat and wetlands in the DR/GR and listing several environmental concerns that need to be addressed in studies of the area. Recently, we have requested that Lee County perform a comprehensive study of the DR/GR lands, beyond a study of groundwater recharge capabilities, as part of the County’s Evaluation and Appraisal Report (EAR), because we do not believe that a study of groundwater recharge, alone, is sufficient for decisionmaking on the future of the area. We have copied the City of Bonita Springs on both documents.

We are opposed to the annexation of the Agripartners land, because it is clear that the annexation is aimed at developing the property for urban use. Instead, the land should be preserved, either under the current density restrictions and wetland protections, or through acquisition for conservation at fair market value. Initially, the four sections of land proposed for acquisition were included in the Corkscrew Regional Ecosystem Watershed (CREW) acquisition boundary, and for many years CREW has been interested in the parcel. The subject parcel currently shares a 2-mile border with Flint Pen Strand, a dominant feature within the acquired CREW lands. The majority of the subject site is wetlands, and many of them have regional significance and are connected to offsite wetlands, many within the CREW ownership area.

The Agripartners parcel also serves as priority habitat for the endangered Florida panther. Panthers within adjacent preservation lands also utilize the Agripartners property. The habitat onsite and the prey base that can be found on the parcel make it critical to the long-term success of the panther in Lee County. The United States Fish and Wildlife Service has stated, “This ecosystem represents only one of several south Florida systems that, in combination, provide components necessary to support the present panther population in South Florida.” (reference)

Although the City’s annexation agreement, on the one hand, states that the property will come into the City as DR/GR and that its future land use designation will be dependent upon the outcome of the City’s DR/GR study, the rest of the agreement clearly anticipates development of the property. 

The landowner’s history of attempting any means to develop this site more intensely also belies the purpose of the proposed annexation. In 1991, the property was included as part of the proposed 7,100-acre, 15,000 home Gulfview Communities Development of Regional Impact. In 1999, the owner attempted to obtain a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers permit to fill over 1,000 acres of wetlands to create pasture, a step to make development a forgone conclusion. In 2002, the developer proposed annexation into the City, requesting a future land use designation of moderate density in the proposed annexation agreement.

The Corps of Engineers was prepared to deny the wetlands permit in 1999 when it was withdrawn by the owner, finding that the proposed wetlands destruction was not really for agricultural purposes but for development. Other resource agencies, including the Environmental Protection Agency, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Florida Game and Freshwater Fish Commission, recommended denial of the permit due to the importance of the wildlife habitat and the significance of the wetlands flowway through the property that provides a connection between CREW wetlands and the Estero River, Halfway Creek and Estero Bay.

The proposed annexation would violate the City’s annexation policy found in the Intergovernmental Coordination Element at Policy 2.5.1 of the City of Bonita Springs Comprehensive Plan.  The policy states, “The City shall identify and implement joint planning areas with Lee County to resolve land use, natural resource and related issues prior to annexation of lands into the City.” The policy goes on to lay out a process to achieve this goal. Most importantly, this joint planning effort is supposed to “ensure that the protective measures employed by the City shall be adequate to, at a minimum, achieve the level of protection afforded by the County.” Under this policy, the proposed Agripartners annexation is seriously premature. There has been no joint planning effort with the County and no attempt to address how the County protections would apply long term in the City. We urge the City to move forward with implementing Policy 2.5.1 and address annexation at a regional level to ensure all parties benefit from the process and all resources are protected.

The County’s DR/GR protections are the minimum requirements. Their implementation if the property is in the City should not be contingent upon the uncertain outcome of a study whose results may be completely inconsistent with the County’s protections. Furthermore, the County’s purpose for the DR/GR explicitly includes density reduction. Any increase in density on this property would be inconsistent with the level of protection afforded by the County.

The annexation of the Agripartners property would send a clear message that the DR/GR is open for development through expansion of the City’s boundaries. What’s next? CREW property? Corkscrew Swamp? Will there be a competition between Fort Myers and Bonita Springs to see which city can gobble up all of the environmentally sensitive land in Lee County to remove environmental restrictions. We will urge the County to fight this annexation through all available means, and, if the property is annexed, we will oppose the designation of the property for any future use other than DR/GR with the current County restrictions. We don’t believe that the Department of Community Affairs will stand idly by while the DR/GR disappears and all of the protections it imposed on Lee County are rendered moot through annexation.

We respectfully request that the City of Bonita Springs deny the annexation of the Agripartners parcel.

Sincerely,

Gary A. Davis





Nancy Anne Payton

Director, Environmental Policy


Southwest Florida Field Conservancy of Southwest Florida 


Representative








Florida Wildlife Federation

Ellen Lindblad, Executive Director


Michael Andoscia, President

CREW Land and Water Trust 
Responsible Growth Management Coalition












             Bradley M. Cornell




Bobbie Lee Hasty, Chair

Environmental Policy Analyst


Sierra Club Calusa Group

Collier County Audubon Society




Paul Andrews, President

Sanibel Captiva Audubon Society


