Rural Land Stewardship Areas Program
Introduction

The rural land stewardship areas program [Section 163.3177(11)(d), F.S.] was enacted by the 2001 Legislature to allow for the conversion of rural lands to other uses through the application of innovative and flexible planning and development strategies and creative land use planning techniques. This program was intended to better protect environmentally sensitive areas, maintain the economic viability of agricultural and other predominately rural land uses, and provide for the cost-efficient delivery of public facilities and services. The program was modeled after the successful planning effort by Collier County to establish a Rural Lands Stewardship Overlay District for approximately 200,000 acres of rural land in the eastern portion of the County.  The program has now been in effect for 2 years, and despite being well promoted by DCA, the Rural Lands Stewardship Council and others, with the exception of Collier County, no local government, along with any interested rural landowners, has opted to use the program. Therefore, the Florida Chapter of the American Planning Association submits the following recommended legislative changes to provide landowners with more incentives to use the program by streamlining review processes, providing greater upfront cooperation and use of agreements with government agencies, and by funding of the planning effort by the State. No changes are recommended to the criteria for designation or the general provisions of the program.

Program Description

The program provides that the Department of Community Affairs (DCA), in cooperation with the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, may authorize up to five local governments to designate certain rural lands as rural land stewardship areas. The designated areas shall be not less than 50,000 acres but shall not exceed 250,000 acres, and must be located outside of municipalities and established urban growth boundaries. Designation of these areas is established through adoption of a comprehensive plan amendment after review by DCA. The local government must ensure that the stewardship area will create development areas, which are compatible with environmentally sensitive areas and rural uses, involve innovative planning concepts, are established through a visioning process, and will control sprawl

. 

The general concept for implementing the program is for the local government to assign, by local ordinance, a certain number of transferable rural land use credits to the area and designate specific sending and receiving areas within the overall designated area. Generally, the sending areas, which are the lands that are determined to contain the most valuable environmental resources, are assigned the highest number of land use credits. These credits are transferred to receiving areas, which are lands that are determined to be the most suitable for development. After the transfer of credits, the sending area loses its development rights and the receiving area must be developed in an innovative manner using a functional mix of land uses. 

Recommendations

The following legislative changes are recommended to provide landowners within rural land stewardship areas incentives to use the program: 
1. Development approved under the stewardship program may be exempt from DRI review if going through the optional sector planning process; 
2. Comprehensive plan amendments necessary to approve a stewardship area should not be subject to the twice-a-year amendment cycle limitation for adoption of comprehensive amendments much like DRIs are excepted from this limitation; 
3. The Department of Environmental Protection, Water Management Districts, and other appropriate agencies should be required to develop a list of specific incentives to make stewardship areas more attractive. This list could then be used by DCA, local governments and others to better promote the program [see the incentive paragraph 163.3177(11)(d) 9., which does not go far enough and require an upfront list]; and 
4. The Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, the Department of Environmental Protection, Water Management Districts and the Department of Community Affairs are encouraged to fund the planning effort, including the data and analysis, necessary to establish a Rural Land Stewardship Area.  Creation of a specific funding source for this purpose is encouraged.
5. Without violating the intent of the program, consider reducing the minimum RLSA threshold and consider providing the flexibility to allow RLSAs to cross jurisdictional boundaries.
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