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RLSA program actually means less building

By DAVID H. FARMER, P.E:
Naples

Much has been written about
Collier County’s Rural Land
Stewardship Area (RLSA)
program since its adoption in
2002 and what may occur over
the next 50 years in our rural
lands.

There are at least three sides
to this issue: the owners of the
rural land, the environmental
community and the residents
of Collier County.

From the landowners’ per-
spective, the issue is simple
— they own the land, they pay
taxes on the land and their land
has inherent development rights
of one home for every five acres
they own. The environmental
community also has a straight-
forward point of view: protect
endangered species, their habi-
tats and sensitive wetland eco-

~ systems. Residents of Collier
County have the toughest job,
and that is to decide what is
best for our current and future
residents, .

The RLSA overlay is about
200,000 acres surrounding Im-
mokalee, The landowners have
the right to convert their land
to five-acre lots similar to what
exists today as Golden Gate Es-
tates. This scenario would mean
about 40,000 homes could be
built jnthe rural area. When the
local street network necessary
1o serve the five-acre lots is con-
templated, another 9,000 acres
would need to be developed.
Without the RLSA program,
Collier County could have had
49,000 acres of development in
the rural area.

The RLSA has large connected
areas of uplands, wetlands sexv-
ing as habitat for endangered
species such as the Florida

B I the RLSA program did not exist, there could be about

49,000 acres of sprawling development with little or no preserved
agricultural uses or protected habitat areas. With the existing RLSA
program, there will be 43,000 acres of concentrated development

in distinct towns and villages. The quality of the development within
the RLSA will be vastly superior to tens of thousands of scattered

five-acre lots.

panther and the Florida black
bear. Both the panther and bear
populations need large areas to
flourish. Wetland ecosystems
are used as habitat by these two
species, but they also need con-
siderable upland areas. Even if
development wasn’t allowed in
wetland areas of the RLSA, there
would not be enough habitat for

the panther and black bear,

The RLSA 5-Year Review
Committee has spent the last
18 months studying the exist-
ing RLSA program and taking

testimony from the public and

experts of almost every field.
One of the committee’s recom-
mendations is to cap the devel-
opable area at 45,000 acres. The
proposed cap means 150,000
acres will be preserved for
agricultural uses and wildlife
habitat. Some believe a 45,000-
acre maximum development
footprint is too much develop-
ment, especially in a rural area.
Others believe there will be too
many people living on those
45,000 acres considering one
home was allowed on a five-acre
lot and the RLSA program is
forecast to have about 2.5 homes

' per acre.

Today, 43,000 acres of the
200,000 are anticipated to be
developed as part of the exist-

ing RLSA program. While this
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existing condition is less than

the proposed 45,000-acre cap,

it leaves 47,000 acres of land

available for development at

one home per five acres.
Before the RLSA program, a

theoretical build-out of Collier

County’s rural area would have-

resulted in 49,000 acres of de-
veloped land. That acreage does
not include any development
for government services such

" as emergency medical service,

fire, administration, schools and
necessary commercial services
to serve the future rural area,
collectively called pubiic ben-
efit uses. The existing RLSA
program requires all partici-
pating development to provide
for most of the above services
within their developments. The
proposed 45,000-acre develop-

_ ment-cap proposed by the 5-Year
" Review Committee is inclusive

of public benefit uses.

If the RLSA program did
not exist, there could be about
49,000 acres of sprawling de-
velopment with little or no
preserved agricultural uses or
protected habitat areas. With
the existing RLSA program,

there will be 43,000 acres of

concentrated development in
distinct towns and villages.
The quality of the development
within the RLSA will be vastly

superior to tens of thousands
of scattered five-acre lots. The

-word “superior” in this context

means a well-thought-out mix
of uses with dense populations -
capable of supporting public
benefit uses while minimizing -
sprawl. .

This leaves over 150,000 acres -
of land contiguous to millions
of acres of preserved land that
will never be developed.

Take a hard look at what
could have been, what exists
now and what could be changed

" for the better. We could have

had 49,000 acres of sprawling
development in five-acre tracts

- over a 200,000-acre area with

no RLSA program. Without
changes to the existing RLSA .
program, there will be about
43,000 acres of development
and 47,000 acres subject to de-

‘velopment with one home per

five acres.

If the RLSA 5-Year Review
Committee recommended
changes are implemented,
45,000 acres may be developed
and 150,000 acres will be per-
petually preserved as existing
agricultural uses, restored habi-
tat areas and native forests.
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