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Executive summary
This report provides a history and overview of the RLSA Overlay from a regulatory perspective.
By reviewing the legal framework under which Collier County adopted the RLSA Overlay, this
report determines the regulatory objectives of the RLSA Overlay. Then this report summarizes
several independent analyses of the RLSA Overlay which have determined that the program is
not meeting its objectives. Finally, this report reenforces key recommendations from these
independent analyses. In its conclusion, this report advises that Collier County consider these
recommendations during the Rural Lands Stewardship Area restudy and implement the
recommendations through amendments to the RLSA Overlay.
The objectives of the RLSA Overlay that the RLSA Overlay is not meeting include:
•

protecting environmentally sensitive areas, resources and habitats;

•

protecting wetlands and water quality;

•

retaining agricultural land;

•

retaining rural land uses other than agriculture; and

•

discouraging urban sprawl.

To ensure the RLSA Overlay can meet these objectives going forward, Collier County should
amend its Growth Management Plan to change the RLSA Overlay program. The
recommendations 1000 Friends of Florida made in its 2014 program critique titled Collier
County RLSA Program Current Program Critiques and Recommendations are even more
relevant today than when 1000 Friends of Florida initially published that report. 1000 Friends of
Florida reaﬃrms its 2014 analysis in its entirety.
In addition, based on the other reviews that public-interest not-for-profit organizations have
conducted, 1000 Friends of Florida emphasizes the following three main concerns that should
be at the forefront of Collier County’s considerations during the Rural Lands Stewardship Area
restudy:
•

recalibrating the transferable development rights credit system so that that an appropriate
number of credits are available to sever from sending areas;

•

considering habitat, especially Florida panther habitat, when siting stewardship receiving
areas; and

•

ensuring that development of stewardship receiving areas follows a compact urban form so
that new infrastructure does not become a financial burden on Collier County taxpayers.

The RLSA Overlay contains about 300 square miles of land. One day, this important part of
Collier County may be home to 360,000 people. That population can live alongside existing
endangered animals and productive agriculture in a way that is fiscally and environmentally
sustainable. Getting the RLSA Overlay right is a necessary step to this end.
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Introduction
Collier County has had a rural land stewardship area overlay (RLSA Overlay) in place since
2002. 1 The RLSA Overlay provides an optional set of development rules for land in the eastern
part of Collier County.2 Image 1 is Collier County’s Future Land Use Map and shows the
location of the RLSA Overlay in the county. Image 2 is a map that provides more detail on the
RLSA Overlay.
This report provides a history and overview of the RLSA Overlay from a regulatory perspective.
By reviewing the legal framework under which Collier County adopted the RLSA Overlay, this
report determines the regulatory objectives of the RLSA Overlay. Then this report summarizes
several independent analyses of the RLSA Overlay which have determined that the program is
not meeting its objectives. Finally, this report reenforces key recommendations from these
independent analyses. In its conclusion, this report advises that Collier County consider these
recommendations during the Rural Lands Stewardship Area restudy and implement the
reccomendations through amendments to the RLSA Overlay.

Image 1. Collier County 2021-2025 Future Land Use Map.
Collier County Ord. No. 02-54.
COLLIER COUNTY GROWTH MANAGEMENT PLAN FUTURE LAND USE ELEMENT, 20021-2025 FUTURE LAND USE
MAP (2018).
1
2
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Image 2. Collier County Rural & Agricultural Area Assessment Stewardship Overlay Map.
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Rural land stewardship areas under Florida law
Florida Statutes require each county in Florida to plan for its future development and growth.3
An adopted comprehensive plan must guide this future development and growth.4 In addition
to requiring that each local government have a comprehensive plan, Florida Statutes mandate
that each comprehensive plan meet certain standards and provide additional planning and
regulatory tools that counties may adopt.5
One required element of every comprehensive plan is the future land use plan element.6 This
element essentially defines what land uses—including density and intensity—the county allows
on all land within the county. 7 The element must include a land use map showing this allowed
arrangement of land uses.8 Written goals, policies, and measurable objectives must support
this map.9
Rural land stewardship areas are a transferable development rights tool
Rural land stewardship areas are one optional regulatory tool that Florida Statutes provide.10
The statutory standards this section presents are generally applicable to all rural land
stewardship areas in Florida. However, the RLSA Overlay predates the adoption of statutory
standards on rural land stewardship areas.11
A rural land stewardship area is a transferable development rights tool12 that “accommodate[s]
future land uses in a manner that protects the natural environment, stimulate[s] economic
growth and diversification, and encourage[s] the retention of land for agriculture and other
traditional rural land uses.”13
Transferable development rights are regulatory allowances that a government allows to be
exchanged. Landscape planner Randal Arendt explains that the transferable development
rights technique
involves a density swap in which all or a part of the development potential of
one property (the “sending parcel”) is shifted to another property (the “receiving
parcel”), thereby preserving all or part of the former by densifying the latter. After
the transaction is completed, the ability to develop the sending parcel is
reduced or ended, ensuring its permanent preservation.14
Arendt further says the technique “conserves farmland and upland wooded habitat” while it
“promotes compact development and redevelopment.” Across a landscape, a transferable
Fla. Stat. § 163.3167(1)(a).
Fla. Stat. § 163.3167(1)(b).
5 See, Fla. Stat, Ch. 163, Pt. II.
6 Fla. Stat. § 163.3177.(6)(a).
7 See, id.
8 Id.
9 Id.
10 See, Fla. Stat. § 163.3248.
11 Florida Statutes provide, “It is the intent of the Legislature that the rural land stewardship area located
in Collier County, which was established pursuant to the requirements of a final order by the Governor
and Cabinet, duly adopted as a growth management plan amendment by Collier County, and found in
compliance with this chapter, be recognized as a statutory rural land stewardship area and be aﬀorded
the incentives in this section.” Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(11).
12 See, Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(7) and (8).
13 Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(1).
14 RANDALL ARENDT, RURAL BY DESIGN PLANNING FOR TOWN AND COUNTRY 297 (2nd ed., American Planning
Association Planners Press 2015).
3
4
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development rights program acts to
cluster development so that developed
areas are distinctly urban and
undeveloped areas are distinctly rural or
agricultural. Image 3 presents this
concept in an illustration. In the long
term, this approach should not only
preserve environmental resources and
agricultural land, but should also lead to
higher quality built places and less
expensive urban services.
Rural land stewardship areas apply to
land as an optional overlay

Image 3. Illustration Randall Arendt presents with the
following text. “This aerial perspective sketch clearly
illustrates the basic TDR principle of lifting
development rights from critical resource areas in the
countryside and transferring them to add density and
vibrancy to targeted growth areas. (Source: New
Jersey State Planing Commission 2001)” RANDALL
ARENDT, RURAL BY DESIGN PLANNING FOR TOWN AND
COUNTRY 297 (2nd ed., American Planning Association
Planners Press 2015).

A rural land stewardship area in Florida
must be at least 10,000 acres in area.15 A
county applies a rural land stewardship
area to land as a future land use
overlay.16 This means that the rural land
stewardship area designation applies to
land in addition to some other land use
designation shown on the adopted land
use map. A property owner may use its
land as the county allows for that
underlying land use designation or as the
county allows for the rural land
stewardship overlay.
Florida Statutes mandate rural
stewardship areas pursue certain
outcomes

The statutory objective of protecting agricultural and environmentally sensitive lands is not
aspirational or optional. Florida Statutes explicitly require that a rural land stewardship area
provide for development “so as to avoid conflict with significant environmentally sensitive
areas, resources, and habitats.”17 This mandate is not limited to whether agricultural or
environmentally sensitive lands are directly developed. “The total amount of stewardship
credits within the rural land stewardship area must enable the realization of the long-term vision
and goals for the rural land stewardship area, which may take into consideration the anticipated
eﬀect of the proposed receiving areas.”18

Collier County’s rural land stewardship area
The Growth Management Plan, which Collier County originally adopted in 1989, is the county’s
comprehensive plan.19 Several years after adopting the Growth Management Plan, Collier
County undertook a process of evaluating and updating the plan. That evaluation process
produced several proposed amendments. In a hearing on November 14, 1997, the Collier
Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(5).
Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(2).
17 Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(5)(a).
18 Fla. Stat. § 163.3248(7) (emphasis added).
19 Collier County Ord. No. 89-05.
15
16
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County Commission amended the Growth Management Plan as a culmination of the county’s
evaluation process.20
Governor and Cabinet direct Collier County to take remedial action
Shortly after the county adopted these amendments, the state of Florida challenged the
amendments asserting they were not in compliance with those Florida Statutes that provide
standards for local government comprehensive plans.21 To resolve this challenge, the
Administrative Commission held a hearing June 22, 1999. 22
The Administration Commission is the Governor and Cabinet. At the time of that hearing, the
Administration Commission comprised Governor Jeb Bush, Commissioner of Agriculture Bob
Crawford, Comptroller Robert Milligan, Secretary of State Katherine Harris, Attorney General
Bob Butterworth, Insurance Commissioner Bill Nelson, and Commissioner of Education Tom
Gallagher. This body issued a final order finding that the changes to the Growth Management
Plan were, indeed, not in compliance with state law.23 The Administration Commission also
directed Collier County to complete specified remedial actions.24
These remedial actions included completing a planning exercise named “The Collier County
Rural and Agricultural Area Assessment.”25 The Administration Commission described this
assessment as an opportunity to birth “a community-created plan for the future” of Collier
County.26
Secretary of the Department of Community Aﬀairs Steve Seibert explained to the
Administration Commission the geography of Collier County—as it related to development
pressures—during the Administration Commission hearing. 27 He said,
In Collier County, you have three general areas: You have an urban boundary, or
an urban growth area. That includes Naples, and a lot of undeveloped land out
to that boundary. There is enormous capacity for development that's already -that can still develop within that urban growth area. In fact, my understanding is
you've got capacity until the year something like 2040, but it's a lot of
undeveloped land.
Beyond that, you have an—a rural fringe specifically for large areas that are
feeling great growth pressures. And all of those areas are not alike.
And to the east of that, you have large eastern agricultural lands, tens and tens
of thousands of acres. 28
The area for which the Administration Commission directed Collier County to plan through The
Collier County Rural and Agricultural Area Assessment was this third area, farthest from the

Department of Community Aﬀairs et al. v. Collier County, DOAH case No. 98-0324GM, 17 (DOAH Rec.
Order March 1999).
21 Id.
22 Department of Community Aﬀairs et al. v. Collier County, Final Order No. AC-99-002, 1 (Administration
Commission 1999).
23 Id. at 2-3.
24 Id. at 3.
25 Id. at 10.
26 Id.
27 Transcript of the meeting of the Cabinet of the State of Florida 72 (June 22, 1999).
28 Id. at 73-74 (The “large eastern agricultural lands” to which Secretary Seibart refers is now the RLSA
Overlay).
20
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urban area: the large tracts of agricultural lands in the eastern part of Collier County.29 The
Administration Commission set minimum standards for the planning process and its
outcomes.30 Among other mandates, the assessment was to:
Identify and propose measures to protect prime agricultural areas.
…
Direct incompatible uses away from wetlands and upland habitat in order to
protect water quality and quantity and maintain the natural water regime as well
as to protect listed animal and plant species and their habitats.
…
[and] discourag[e] urban sprawl.31
Collier County complied with the Administration Commission’s directives. The county divided
the area for which it conducted the mandated assessment into two areas it called the Rural
Fringe Area and the Eastern Lands Area. The county adopted its Rural Lands Stewardship Area
Overlay (RLSA Overlay) as a remedial action following its assessment of the Eastern Lands
Area.32
Growth Management Plan policies
Collier County adopted its RLSA Overlay policies on October 31, 2002.33 This was not the
county’s first use of a transferable development rights program to manage growth. Rather,
Collier County adopted its first transferable development rights program in 1974.34 Still, the
RLSA Overlay continued Collier County’s leadership in utilizing transferable development
rights. 35
The RLSA Overlay policies are codified in the future land use plan element of the county’s
Growth Management Plan.36 That element generally includes three sections: an overview, an
implementation section consisting of goals, objectives, and policies, and a third section
describing the future land use designations. 37 The element provides the county’s RLSA Overlay
policies with the future land use designations.38
This is the goal of the RLSA Overlay.
To address the long-term needs of residents and property owners within the
Immokalee Area Study boundary of the Collier County Rural and Agricultural
Area Assessment by protecting agricultural activities, preventing the premature
conversion of agricultural land to non-agricultural uses, directing incompatible
uses away from wetlands and upland habitat, enabling the conversion of rural
land to other uses in appropriate locations, discouraging urban sprawl, and
Department of Community Aﬀairs et al. v. Collier County, Final Order No. AC-99-002, 10
(Administration Commission 1999).
30 Id. at 11.
31 Id.
32 Collier County Ord. No. 02-54.
33 Id.
34 RANDALL ARENDT, RURAL BY DESIGN PLANNING FOR TOWN AND COUNTRY 299 (2nd ed., American Planning
Association Planners Press 2015).
35 Id.
36 COLLIER COUNTY GROWTH MANAGEMENT PLAN FUTURE LAND USE ELEMENT 119 (2018).
37 See, COLLIER COUNTY GROWTH MANAGEMENT PLAN FUTURE LAND USE ELEMENT (2018).
38 COLLIER COUNTY GROWTH MANAGEMENT PLAN FUTURE LAND USE ELEMENT 119 (2018).
29
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encouraging development that implements creative land use planning
techniques.39
The county provides greater detail on how its policies pursue the goal of the RLSA Overlay
through this objective.
Create an incentive based land use overlay system, herein referred to as the
Collier County Rural Lands Stewardship Area Overlay, based on the principles of
rural land stewardship as defined in Chapter 163.3177(11), F.S. [sic] The Policies
that implement this Goal and Objective are set forth below in groups relating to
each aspect of the Goal. Group 1 policies describe the structure and
organization of the Collier County Rural Lands Stewardship Area Overlay.
Group 2 policies relate to agriculture, Group 3 policies relate to natural resource
protection, and Group 4 policies relate to conversion of land to other uses and
economic diversification. Group 5 are regulatory policies that ensure that land
that is not voluntarily included in the Overlay by its owners shall nonetheless
meet the minimum requirements of the Final Order pertaining to natural resource
protection.40
The many policies, which implement the RLSA Overlay, are grouped as the Growth
Management Plan describes in the objective quoted above. These policies present a
complicated system for calculating development potential of land within the governed area. At
the transmittal hearing for the comprehensive plan amendments—held earlier in 2002 as one
step toward adopting the rural land stewardship area policies—county staﬀ presented its
professional opinion on whether the development potential of land in the rural land stewardship
area would be the same after the adoption of the RLSA Overlay as before. 41
It is believed that the adoption and implementation of the Rural Lands
Stewardship Area Overlay will not result in an increase to the total number of
allowable dwelling units or population in the Eastern Lands area, but rather
result in a re-allocation of the density and population allowed under the baseline
standards (pre-Final Order conditions) from a land-consuming checkerboard
pattern into compact, clustered development. 42
In other words, the intent of the county in adopting the transferable development rights
program was to allow property owners to transfer development rights, but not to permit net
new development.

Florida Statutes and Collier County ordinances repeatedly state common
objectives for the rural land stewardship area
All of Florida Statutes, the Administration Commission final order, and Collier County
ordinances repeatedly state common objectives for the rural land stewardship area. These
objectives include:
• protecting environmentally sensitive areas, resources and habitats;
• protecting wetlands and water quality;
• retaining agricultural land;
Id.
Id.
41 Executive Summary to Growth Management Plan amendments at Collier County Board of County
Commissioners transmittal hearing 5 (June 12, 2002).
42 Id.
39
40
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• retaining rural land uses other than agriculture; and
• discouraging urban sprawl.
In the nearly seventeen years since Collier County adopted the RLSA Overlay, however,
research has shown that the program requires some updates and improvements to meet these
objectives.

Independent analyses of Rural Lands Stewardship Area Overlay
1000 Friends of Florida 2014 Program Critique
1000 Friends of Florida (1000 Friends) is the state’s leading advocate for land use planning in
the public interest. The organization closely followed development and adoption of the RLSA
Overlay. On June 14, 2005, 1000 Friends granted to Collier County a 2005 Better Community
Award for the program.43 With this recognition, 1000 Friends noted the following.
1000 Friends was particularly impressed with provisions that will enable the
accommodation of long range population growth within compact, mixed-use,
pedestrian friendly rural towns and villages that occupy one tenth of the land
formerly needed to serve an equivalent population. In addition, the RLSA will
result in the permanent protection of approximately 90,000 acres of private land
through incentives and private land stewardship.44
Since this 2005 assessment, new data are available on what development potential the RLSA
Overlay allows. In 2013, 1000 Friends completed a study with critiques of and
recommendations for the RLSA Overlay.45 1000 Friends titled its analysis Collier County RLSA
Program Current Program Critiques and Recommendations (2014 Program Critique).46 This
report includes the 2014 Program Critique as an appendix.
Through its preparation of the 2014 Program Critique, 1000 Friends learned that some of the
initial assumptions about the RLSA Overlay had not been correct. The 2014 Program Critique
stated the following.
In 2007, Collier County conducted a review of the RLSA as a retrospective
assessment of the program. In doing so, it became clear that more intensive
development, in the form of towns and villages (called SRAs), was much greater
under the RLSA than was initially anticipated by the County Commissioners and
the original RLSA committee. This initial RLSA committee was told that the
program would not significantly increase the amount of density available in the
Eastern lands, but that it would allow for this density to be compressed onto a
smaller footprint, with the addition of necessary infrastructure.47
Specifically, the 2014 Program Critique recognizes that the RLSA plan provided too much
development potential.48
The complexity of the system resulted in excessive credits beyond what was
initially anticipated and well outside the land planning and management goals
1000 Friends of Florida, Collier County Rural Lands Stewardship Plan to Receive Award From 1000
Friends of Florida, press release (June 13, 2005).
44 Id.
45 1000 FRIENDS OF FLORIDA, COLLIER COUNTY RLSA PROGRAM CURRENT PROGRAM CRITIQUES AND
RECOMMENDATIONS (December 2013).
46 Id.
47 Id. at 1.
48 Id.
43

14

2019 Review of Collier County Rural Land Stewardship Overlay
and objectives of the RLSA program. Importantly, the spatial extent of Open
Land available for SRAs is too large and much greater than the original 16,805
acres of development footprint.49
Because of this new knowledge about the RLSA Overlay, the 2014 Program Critique advises,
“[m]oving forward, Collier County must reassess this land development and conservation
tool… .”50 To that end, the 2014 Program Critique recommends eight changes to the RLSA
Overlay. Those changes are generally to:
•

re-evaluate the RLSA Overlay credit system;

•

sustain rural and agricultural working lands;

•

consider panther habitat in protection of rural agricultural landscapes;

•

identify appropriate locations for new towns;

•

address infrastructure costs;

•

limit infrastructure in Big Cypress Area of Critical State Concern;

•

incorporate Immokalee within the RLSA Overlay; and

•

limit extensions of stewardship agreements to one year exemptions.51

Since the 2014 Program Critique, other not-for-profit advocates for the public interest have
evaluated the RLSA Overlay.
Smart Growth America 2018 fiscal analysis
Smart Growth America is a national organization providing policy tools for communities to be
more attractive, competitive, vibrant, and prosperous. In 2018, Smart Growth America
evaluated the fiscal impact on Collier County of varying scenarios for developing land within
the RLSA Overlay.52 Smart Growth America titled its evaluation The Fiscal Implications of
Development Patterns Rural Lands Stewardship Area, Collier County Florida (2018 Fiscal
Evaluation).53
Many characteristics of real estate development aﬀect the cost of providing public services to
that development. Two development characteristics that are negatively correlated with the cost
to provide public services are the density of the development and the intensity of development.
Density refers to how much residential development occurs per unit of land. Planners generally
measure density in dwelling units per acre. Intensity refers to how much non-residential
development occurs per unit of land. Planners generally measure intensity in square feet of
development per acre.
Most public services depend on some capital asset. For example, providing potable water or
sewer services requires pipes. Providing mobility requires a road. And providing fire protection
requires a fire station.

Id.
Id.
51 Id. at 2.
52 SMART GROWTH AMERICA, THE FISCAL IMPLICATIONS OF DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS RURAL LANDS
STEWARDSHIP AREA, COLLIER COUNTY FLORIDA (September 2018).
53 Id.
49
50

15

1000 Friends of Florida
These capital assets provide service to a fixed area. For example, a pipe or a road must
physically connect to a building in order for that building to receive public services. A fire
station must be within a certain distance of a building in order to provide fire protection to that
building.
Therefore, part of the cost of providing public services like water, sewer, mobility, and fire
protection is fixed by the area of developed land, without regard to the amount of development
receiving public services. The more development that occupies each unit of development land,
therefore, the lower the cost of providing public services to each unit of development.
Smart Growth America explains this phenomenon as follows.
The Cost of Sprawl, published by the Real Estate Research Corporation in 1974,
was the first study to show that providing infrastructure and services to lowdensity sprawl costs more than for compact, dense developments. Low-density
development’s greater distances among homes, oﬃces, shops, etc., require
more road and pipe infrastructure than would be required to serve the same
number of homes and businesses in a more compact development pattern.
Looked at another way, one mile of infrastructure costs roughly the same to
build no matter where it is, but that mile can serve many times more people in a
high-density place than in a low-density place.
*

*

*

The connection between land use development patterns and the costs of
providing public infrastructure and services has long been a topic of study,
particularly since The Cost of Sprawl: A Detailed Analysis was published in
1974. Since that time, dozens—if not hundreds—of studies have been
conducted on this topic. Most of these conclude that “smart growth”—defined
generally as more compact patterns of development—is associated with
reduced local government spending on a per capita basis relative to sprawling
development.54
With the knowledge that this relationship exists, the 2018 Fiscal Evaluation specifically looked
at three development scenarios.55 The 2018 Fiscal Evaluation calls the three development
scenarios Sprawl, More Compact Development, and Smart Growth.56 The Sprawl development
scenario comprises residential densities ranging from 2.18 dwelling units per acre to 2.75
dwelling units per acre.57 The More Compact Development scenario comprises residential
densities ranging from 2.18 dwelling units per acre to 3.022 dwelling units per acre.58 And the
Smart Growth development scenario comprises residential densities ranging from 2.18
dwelling units per acre to 14 dwelling units per acre.59
To give meaning to these development densities, consider the following examples.
•

Image 4 shows development within Ave Maria—a partially built development in the rural
land stewardship area—which has an overall residential density of 2.18 dwelling units per
acre.60

Id. at 2.
Id. at 3.
56 Id. at 9.
57 Id.
58 Id.
59 Id.
60 Id. at 5.
54
55
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Image 4. A house within Ave Maria, a development which has an overall residential density of 2.18
dwelling units per acre. Map data: ©2017 Google.

Image 5. Development in Naples, Florida on land for which the city’s land development rules allow
development at densities up to 12 dwelling units per acre. Map data: ©2017 Google.
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Image 6. Development in Naples, Florida on land for which the city’s land development rules allow
development at densities up to 15 dwelling units per acre. Map data: ©2017 Google.

•

Image 5 shows an existing development in Naples, Florida at the intersection of 5th Street
S and 4th Avenue S. The City of Naples has given this land the zoning designation R3-12
Multifamily.61 The city’s land development rules allow development of land with this
designation at densities up to 12 dwelling units per acre.62

•

Image 6 shows an existing development in Naples, Florida at the intersection of Gulf Shore
Boulevard N and Oleader Drive. The City of Naples has given this land the zoning
designation R3-15 Multifamily. 63 The city’s land development rules allow development of
land with this designation at densities up to 15 dwelling units per acre.64

These examples show that all development within the studied density ranges is present in
Collier County in desirable neighborhoods with ample green spaces.
Smart Growth America found that both the Sprawl and More Compact Development scenarios
would cost Collier County billions of dollars more to provide with public services than they
would generate in ad valorem tax revenue.65 In contrast, the Smart Growth development
scenario would generate a net positive $430 million in revenue over 20 years. 66

City of Naples Zoning Map.
City of Naples Code of Ordinances § 58-331.
63 City of Naples Zoning Map.
64 City of Naples Code of Ordinances § 58-361.
65 SMART GROWTH AMERICA, THE FISCAL IMPLICATIONS OF DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS RURAL LANDS
STEWARDSHIP AREA, COLLIER COUNTY FLORIDA 11 (September 2018).
66 Id. at 12.
61
62
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Conservancy of Southwest Florida 2019 recommendations
The Conservancy of Southwest Florida is a Naples-based advocate for protection of water,
land, and wildlife throughout the southwest Florida counties Collier, Charlotte, Lee, Hendry, and
Glades. In 2019, The Conservancy of Southwest Florida released recommendations to Collier
County for the RLSA Overlay.67 The Conservancy of Southwest Florida titled its
recommendations Critique and Recommendations of Collier County’s Rural Land Stewardship
Area Program: 2018-2019 RLSA Restudy (2019 Recommendations). 68
The 2019 Recommendations state the following.
The Conservancy of Southwest Florida (Conservancy) believes that if the
fundamental flaws of the overlay are not fixed, the program will bring about
contradictory outcomes including: 1) severe habitat fragmentation; 2) lowdensity, auto-centric, and sprawling developments; and 3) needless conversion
of tens of thousands of agricultural lands to development.69
To forestall this outcome, the 2019 Recommendations propose seven solutions.70 These
solutions, summarized, are:
•

require that development adhere to better community design standards including minimum
densities, maximum block perimeters, and requirements for mobility infrastructure;

•

recalibrate the transferrable development rights credit system to reduce overall
development potential;

•

update current values the RLSA Overlay assigns to environmental resources, called Natural
Resource Index, to reflect science conducted since the county initially adopted the RLSA
Overlay;

•

house data on environmental resources at county;

•

require that stewardship receiving areas (those areas that receive transferrable
development rights under the RLSA Overlay) not adversely aﬀect Florida panther habitat;

•

require stewardship receiving areas to be located so as to not adversely aﬀect habitat in
areas that send transferable development rights; and

•

make miscellaneous adjustments to the transferable development rights program to
improve the transparency and fairness of the program.71

These solutions all relate to achieving the common objectives for the RLSA Overlay that Florida
Statutes, the Administration Commission final order, and Collier County ordinances repeatedly
state.

Current county restudy
Collier County is currently conducting a comprehensive review of the RLSA Overlay. Collier
County refers to this review as the Rural Lands Stewardship Area restudy. This process

CONSERVANCY OF SOUTHWEST FLORIDA, CRITIQUE AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF COLLIER COUNTY’S RURAL
LAND STEWARDSHIP AREA PROGRAM: 2018-2019 RLSA RESTUDY (January 2019).
68 Id.
69 Id. at iii.
70 See, CONSERVANCY OF SOUTHWEST FLORIDA, CRITIQUE AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF COLLIER COUNTY’S
RURAL LAND STEWARDSHIP AREA PROGRAM: 2018-2019 RLSA RESTUDY (January 2019).
71 Id.
67
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presents an opportunity to evaluate RLSA Overlay in the context of the most current data,
including new data that the numerous studies of the RLSA Overlay have developed .
In addition to the studies this report summarizes, other current data underscore the need to
plan carefully for eastern Collier County. For example, today, about 18% of Florida’s land area
is developed. 72 If current growth trends continue, by 2070, the state’s population will rise by
14,920,518 people, to a total of 33,721,828 people,73 and more than one-third of Florida will be
urban development.74 This increase in developed land by 5.4 million acres will come at the
expense of farms and rural lands.75 Florida’s land and water resources cannot support this
trend. However, by embracing more compact development and greater land conservation,
Florida could accommodate the same increase in population without the same loss of rural and
agricultural lands.76
The passage the last two decades shows that the goals of the RLSA Overlay are more vital
today than ever. Where the RLSA Overlay is not meeting any of its objectives, the Rural Lands
Stewardship Area restudy is an opportunity to amend the Growth Management Plan to change
the RLSA Overlay.

Conclusion
Available data show that the RLSA Overlay is not meeting all of the objectives set by Florida
Statutes, the Administration Commission final order, and Collier County. These unmet
objectives include:
•

protecting environmentally sensitive areas, resources and habitats;

•

protecting wetlands and water quality;

•

retaining agricultural land;

•

retaining rural land uses other than agriculture; and

•

discouraging urban sprawl.

To ensure the RLSA Overlay can meet these objectives going forward, Collier County should
amend its Growth Management Plan to change the RLSA Overlay program. The
recommendations 1000 Friends made in its 2014 Program Critique are even more relevant
today than when 1000 Friends of Florida initially published that report. 1000 Friends of Florida
reaﬃrms its 2014 Program Critique in its entirety.
In addition, based on the other reviews that public-interest not-for-profit organizations have
conducted, 1000 Friends emphasizes the following three main concerns that should be at the
forefront of Collier County’s considerations during the Rural Lands Stewardship Area restudy:
•

recalibrating the transferable development rights credit system so that that an appropriate
number of credits are available to sever from sending areas;

•

considering habitat, especially Florida panther habitat, when siting stewardship receiving
areas; and

Margaret H. Carr, Paul D. Zwick, Ph.D, GEOPLAN CENTER AT THE UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA, TECHNICAL
REPORT FLORIDA 2070 MAPPING FLORIDA’S FUTURE—ALTERNATIVE PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT IN 2070, 17
(November, 2016).
73 Id. at 5.
74 Id. at 17.
75 Id.
76 See, Id. at 13 to 15.
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•

ensuring that development of stewardship receiving areas follows a compact urban form so
that new infrastructure does not become a financial burden on Collier County taxpayers.

The RLSA Overlay contains about 300 square miles of land. One day, this important part of
Collier County may be home to 360,000 people. That population can live alongside existing
endangered animals and productive agriculture in a way that is fiscally and environmentally
sustainable. Getting the RLSA Overlay right is a necessary step to this end.
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Appendix: Collier County RLSA Program Current Program Critiques and
Recommendations
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