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FUTURE OF COLLIER’S GROWTH CAN BE SHAPED NOW:  WHAT’S AT STAKE 

Now is a pivotal time in Collier County’s history.   Residents have an opportunity to shape future growth, potentially 

affecting the fate of many of Florida’s iconic and endemic species.  Collier County’s Growth Management 

Department is hosting public workshops and asking for the community’s input to re-evaluate a program that guides 

development of nearly 200,000 acres of privately held lands 

in eastern Collier County.  The program, called the Rural 

Lands Stewardship Area Overlay (RLSA), contains 300 

square miles of agricultural and environmentally sensitive 

lands and is a hot spot for ecological diversity.  The area is 

home to eight federally-listed species, including the 

endangered Florida panther, and eight state-listed species. 

Also, there are three additional species that are either 

currently under review or a candidate for being federally 

listed.1  Three-fourths of the RLSA lies in primary panther 

zone habitat2, which supports the only breeding population 

of panthers and is essential to the viability of the species3.   

The RLSA provides important habitat connections to 

Florida Panther National Wildlife Refuge and Big Cypress 

National Preserve.  Also, the eastern portion of the RLSA is 

included within the Big Cypress Area of Critical State 

Concern (ACSC), a state-designated classification that has 

been in existence since the early 1970’s4.    

If the RLSA were to be built out as currently planned, 

Collier County could gain over 300,0005 residents.  The 

county’s current population is about 360,000.  Landowners 

are eager to participate in the program because the Overlay 

provides them with opportunities to build new towns and 

villages instead of 5 acre homesites (though the program 

does not prohibit one unit per five acre projects).  Ave 

Maria is the only new town to date, but at build out the 

RLSA has the capacity to accommodate eleven new towns the size of Ave Maria, which would consume 43,300 

acres of land.   Looking at this another way, that is the amount of land needed to accommodate nearly 2 towns the 

                                                           
1 Stantec Consulting Services (Revised April, 2018) Eastern Collier Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Plan.. 
2 The Florida Panther Protection Technical Review Team; (2009, October 15).  Technical Review of the Florida Panther Protection Program 

Proposed for the Rural Lands Stewardship Area of Collier County, Florida. Table 2.4-1 
3 Kautz, et al. (2006) How much is enough? Landscape–scale conservation for the Florida panther. Biological Conservation 130, p. 118-133. 
4 Collier County Comprehensive Plan Future Land Use Element, Rural Lands Stewardship Overlay Policy 4.2.  
5 2005 Residential Build-Out Study, Preliminary Report, 8. Retrieved from Collier County website: 

https://www.colliercountyfl.gov/home/showdocument?id=830 

https://www.colliercountyfl.gov/home/showdocument?id=830
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size of Fort Lauderdale, surrounded by 43,700 acres of sprawling ranchettes clear to the Lee and Hendry County 

lines6!  How did the County get to this point, what are the impacts and implications, and where do we go from here? 

BACKGROUND AND INTENT OF THE RLSA OVERLAY PROGRAM 

In 1997, Collier County adopted several amendments to its comprehensive plan during its Evaluation and Appraisal 

Report process.  The adopted amendments removed numerous natural resource protections from the plan.  Upon 

review of the amendments, the Department of Community Affairs (DCA), Florida’s former state land planning 

agency, issued a Notice and Statement of Intent finding that several of those amendments were not in compliance 

with Florida Statues7.  Two years later, Governor Jeb Bush and his cabinet issued Final Order Order No AC-99-002, 

in support of a ruling of an Administrative Law Judge. 8  The Final Order mandated Collier County to rescind 

policies not in compliance and adopt specific provisions to protect natural resources and wildlife.  As part of the 

Final Order, the Governor and cabinet directed Collier County to address issues in rural areas by conducting The 

Collier County Rural and Agricultural Area Assessment.  The goals of the Assessment were to determine ways to 

accomplish the following: 

1. Protect prime agricultural lands and prevent premature conversion of agricultural lands to other uses. 

2. Direct incompatible uses away from wetlands and upland habitat, in order to protect water resources as well 

as protect listed animal and plant species and their habitat. 

3. Create mechanisms to allow for appropriate conversion of rural lands to other uses in appropriate locations, 

while avoiding sprawl. 

An alliance of landowners, called Eastern Collier Property Owners (EPCO) hired their consulting firm, 

WilsonMiller, to complete data collection, design alternatives and comprehensive plan amendment for the portion of 

the Assessment which focused on Eastern Collier.  Wilson Miller’s team consisted of certified planners, engineers, 

ecologists, economists, and other specialists.  Per requirements of the Final Order, the assessment was conducted 

using a collaborative approach with broad-based public participation.  The County’s role was to facilitate the 

process, provide technical support and engage the public.  State and federal agencies provided input and there were 

periodic reviews from DCA.     

The outcome of the study was a report compiled by Wilson Miller called, “Report and Recommendations of the 

Collier Rural Lands Assessment Area Oversight Committee for the Immokalee Area Study” (May, 2002), in which 

comprehensive plan policies were created to meet the goals of the Final Order for the present day RLSA. A major 

objective of the Immokalee Area Study was to create policies to keep the projected population of the study area the 

same by reallocating density from the land-consuming baseline zoning of 1 unit per 5 acres to compact 

communities.  The report  stated the following:   

“Using the current zoning entitlement of 1 dwelling per 5-acres on A-Agriculture zoned land as a control 

total, the maximum number of dwelling units that could be constructed on the 182,331 acres of privately 

held land would be 36,466 dwelling units.  Using an average gross density for compact rural development 

of 2.17 dwelling units per gross acre, consistent with the Rural Development Characteristics guidelines 

discussed previously, only 16,805 acres would need to be set aside for the buildout density in compact rural 

                                                           
6 The program allows 43,300 acres of Stewardship Receiving Areas (SRAs). Fort Lauderdale has approximately 23,000 acres.  Ave Maria has 

approximately 4,000 acres. 

7Section 163.3184(1)(b) of the Florida Statutes 
8 State of Florida Administrative Commission Final Order No. AC-99-002 (1999, June 22). 
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development as opposed to accommodating that same number of units on 182,331 acres of 5-acre home 

sites”9.   

At the time, the public and all stakeholders were told the population of the RLSA would equate to approximately 

87,000 residents based on the maximum 36,466 dwelling units under the RLSA baseline zoning of one unit per five 

acres. 

The RLSA Overlay seemed like a win-win for all parties, including environmental groups, the public, landowners, 

and the County.  Environmental groups, including the Conservancy of Southwest Florida, 1000 Friends of Florida, 

Audubon of the Western Everglades, and Florida Wildlife Federation supported many of the policies outlined 

inWilson Miller’s report since 90% of the RLSA would remain in preservation or agriculture use, while at the same 

time important flowways, habitat corridors, and primary panther habitat would be protected.   

The landowners benefited from the program because they would be able to build more cost-effective towns and 

villages up to 4,000 acres on a smaller development footprint, which under the base zoning was not allowed.  In 

addition, they would be able to retain lands for agriculture and set aside environmentally sensitive lands to be used 

to generate the credits needed for their development.   Credits, referred to as Stewardship Credits, are the vehicle 

used to transfer development from areas that are environmentally sensitive (Stewardship Sending Areas or SSAs) to 

areas more appropriate (based on year 2000 scientific data) for clustered development (Stewardship Receiving Areas 

or SRAs).  The credits allow the landowner to significantly increase the number of dwelling units from one per 5 

acres to up to 4 units per acre and also increase the amount of commercial development.  Per the program, 

landowners need to earn 8 Stewardship credits to develop 1 acre of land in SRAs.      

County staff were satisfied that population under the RLSA program would be kept at approximately the baseline 

standards.  The Executive Summary of the Collier County Board of County Commission Adoption Hearing states: 

“It is believed that the adoption and implementation of the RLSA 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 from a land-consuming 

checkerboard pattern into compact, clustered developments.”10    

5 YEAR REVIEW OF RLSA REVEALED POTENTIAL FOR MUCH GREATER GROWTH 

During the 5-year review of the RLSA (2007-2009), it became very clear that the program had the capacity for 

230% more towns, villages, and hamlets than promised in 2002.  In 2008, as part of the review, Wilson Miller came 

out with a memo to Collier County estimating the Stewardship Credits under the RLSA program.11 The memo stated 

that the, “RLSA Program is estimated to produce a total of 315,000 Stewardship Credits assuming 100% property 

Owner Participation.”   The number of available credits in the 2008 memo was in stark contrast to the credits 

provided in Wilson Miller’s 2002 report.  The 2002 report, for which the RLSA program was based, stated the 

maximum number of available Stewardship credits was 136,90912, significantly less than the 315,000 credits 

estimated during the 5 year review.   

                                                           
9 Report and Recommendations of the Collier County Rural Lands Assessment Area Oversight Committee for the Immokalee Area Study. p 40 
10 Collier County Board of County Commission Adoption Hearing Executive Summary. June 12, 2002. P. 3 
11 Memo from Wilson Miller to Collier County RE Estimates of Stewardship Credits under the current and revised RLSA Program and 

recommendation for Credit calibration.  9-18-2008.  
12 Wilson Miller (2002, May) Report and Recommendations of the Collier County Rural Lands Assessment Area Oversight Committee for the 

Immokalee Area Study”, p. 40 
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How could this happen?  Just prior to the adoption of the plan amendment, Policies 1.21 and 3.11 of the RLSA 

program were modified to allow early entry bonus credits and additional Stewardship Credits for lands dedicated to 

restoration.  These modifications drastically increased the capacity for more development13.  What started as only 

16,800 acres of development ballooned to 43,300 acres.  The changes to the policy effectively changed the projected 

build-out population in the RLSA from 87,000 to as much as the County’s estimate of 390,000.  There was no public 

disclosure as to the consequences of the changes to those policies at the time of adoption.  It wasn’t until the 

mandatory 5 year review that the full implication of the program was demonstrated to the public, which ended up 

being the capacity for 43,300 acres of new towns and villages surrounded by 43,700 acres of 5 acre ranchettes!  

 

CONSERVANCY’S CURRENT CONCERNS OF RLSA OVERLAY & SOLUTIONS: 

The Conservancy was supportive of the conceptual idea of a rural lands stewardship program that incentivizes 

compact development to meet the goals of the Final Order: (1) protect agriculture, (2) protect water resources and 

listed species habitat, and (3) avoid sprawl.   However, the reality of the program as it exists today negate the very 

goals the program aims to achieve.   Our concerns of the current RLSA program are provided in this section, along 

with some of the our solutions.   

GOAL 1:  PROTECT WATER RESOURCES AND LISTED SPECIES HABITAT 

CONSERVANCY’S CONCERN:  Current RLSA program inadequately protects listed species habitat and 

water resources. 

The Conservancy strongly supports the concept of directing development away from important flowways, wetlands 

and habitat areas through the application of Flowway Stewardship Areas (FSAs) and Habitat Stewardship Areas 

(HSAs).  However, we are concerned that the impacts to listed species, water quality and water quantity from the 

conversion of agricultural lands to towns and villages have not been sufficiently addressed in the RLSA Overlay.   

In addition, almost half of the land available for potential development in the RLSA lies within the primary panther 

zone, which are “lands essential to the long-term survivability of the Florida panther”14.   

SOLUTION: Incorporate primary panther habitat zones, adult breeding habitat and updated panther 

telemetry and mortality data when assessing locations of new towns and villages and new roads.  Create an 

additional layer for RLSA Overlay directing intensification way from Open Lands identified in Primary 

panther habitat, (see RLSA 2018 Vision Map).  

                                                           
13 Response to DCAs Objections, Recommendations, and Comments Report for Collier County Comprehensive Plan Amendment 02-R2 (Eastern 

Rural Lands and Agricultural Assessment Area) provides the point where the County increase the bonus credits for Policies 1.21 & 3.11 prior to 
adoption. pg. 23 
14 Kautz, et al. (2006) How much is enough? Landscape–scale conservation for the Florida panther. Biological Conservation 130, p. 118-133. 
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SOLUTION:  Better define what constitutes restoration 

as it applies to these policies.  Offer restoration credits 

only for lands that are actually restored, not for lands 

that have only been dedicated to restoration.  Require 

specific criteria and benchmarks for the land 

restoration plan aimed at restoring hydrological and 

wildlife connections, restore surface and groundwater 

resources, and restore native habitat.  Investigate 

whether the areas identified for restoration under the 

RLSA are already targeted for restoration at the State 

or Fedral level ,and if so, revisit the need for restoration 

credits on these lands.      

SOLUTION:  Require minimum widths for wildlife 

corridors, wetland buffers, and wildlife crossings based 

on best available science.   

SOLUTION:  Revisit approval process for SSA 

(Stewardship Sending Areas) so that lands can be 

approved as SSAs only if they provide contiguous 

connections between habitat and wetland flowways, 

conservation lands, other SSAs, or Areas of Critical 

State Concern. 

SOLUTION: Re-assess program every 5 years based on 

the best available science for panthers and other listed species including compatibility to state and federal 

regulations, including the Endangered Species Act.  

SOLUTION: Create policies to prohibit development around water retention areas (WRAs)that reduce 

or hinder the functionality of habitat for listed species and/or cut off important connections to HRAs.  

GOAL 2:  AVOID SPRAWL 

CONSERVANCY’S CONCERN: Sprawl is the outcome of the current program.   

The Conservancy is concerned that current RLSA program will lead to a checkerboard pattern of  towns, villages, 

and ranchettes.   In their 5 year review on the program, the Florida Department of Community Affairs stated that 

“the large 93,000 acres area available for designation of receiving areas, which also allows the conversion of land 

uses to the underlying low-density uses, is the exact opposite of a plan to direct growth to the most suitable areas.”   

The location of sending areas should be based on important environmental connections and habitat connections and 

receiving areas should be based on sound economic sense and a condensed development footprint.   

SOLUTION: Incorporate Open Lands in Primary panther habitat and adult breeding habitat into the HSA 

classification, which would consolidate intensification closer to areas already intensified, such as 

Immokalee, Ave Maria, and Golden Gate Estates.  This would also retain more agricultural lands and 

primary and adult breeding panther habitat (see our RLSA 2018 Vision Map). 

SOLUTION: Evaluate the RLSA based on need for infrastructure and cost to tax payers.  In 2008, Wilson 

Miller released a map which illustrated a road network to support development within 45,000 acre of the 
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RLSA15.  The Conservancy calculated the road network to cost $7.8 billion16 based on Collier County’s 

2040 LRTP, 2015 Financial Document. Who will pay for those roads? It is important to evaluate each 

proposed road in relation to need and costs so that the burden is not placed on the taxpayers.        

SOLUTION: Assess the RLSA based on the original intent and goals, and require a review of the program 

every 5 years as to whether the goals are being met.   

 

GOAL 3:  PROTECT AGRICULTURE 

CONSERVANCY’S CONCERN:  The current RLSA program puts important agricultural lands in jeopardy 

of development.   

Most of the 92,800 acres of Open lands within the RLSA Overlay are agricultural lands, making them eligible for 

SRA designation and intensification.   Ave Maria was the first town built within the Overlay.   The total 

development footprint consisted of 5,027 acres, including the University District.  Nearly 90% of those lands were 

converted active agriculture.  1000 Friends of Florida agree that the Overlay needs to do more to protect agriculture.  

They state: “the program under-values working lands and tends to treat these lands as a placeholder for future 

suburban/urban development”17.  

SOLUTION:  As was stated above, recent panther science shows that in addition to primary panther habitat, all 

adult breeding habitat should be maintained18.   Opens areas that are within the Primary Panther Zone and Adult 

Breeding Habitat should be redesignated as HRAs.  Intensification shall be directed to areas outside of primary 

panther habitat and adult breeding habitat.  Since the majority of open lands are zoned agriculture, this would 

conserve greater areas of agricultural lands, while at the same time provide far greater protections for the Florida 

panther.  

WE NEED YOUR HELP! 

 

Decisions made now in the RLSA will affect future generations.  Ave Maria was the first town to participate in the 

RLSA Overlay program and there is a pending application for a second town, Rural Lands West.  To date, nearly 

130,000 stewardship credits have been earned, already allowing approximately 16,987 acres of new towns and 

villages in the RLSA19.  This is just the start of the program.  The Conservancy would like to see that the creation of 

the towns and villages adhere to the very principles of the program for which it was written.   

RECOMMENDATION: Get involved!  Your input and ideas matter! The RLSA review is moving forward 

now.  There are several workshops and opportunities for public comment.  For more information on how 

you can help, go to Conservany.org/RLSA or contact AprilO@Conservancy.org.   Or you may visit the 

County’s RLSA re-study web page: https://www.colliercountyfl.gov/your-government/divisions-s-

z/zoning-division/community-planning-section/rural-lands-stewardship-area-restudy 

                                                           
15 Wilson Miller 2008 Conceptual Build-Out Roadway Network Eastern Collier County. Maps\WilsonMiller Vision MapDraft 2 12-2-08.pdf 
16 Maps\CSWFL Handout & Map - Real Cost of Building Roads.pdf 
17 1000 Friends of Florida (2013, December).  Collier County RLSA Program: Current Program Critiques and Recommendations.   
18 Frakes RA, Beldon RC, Wood BE, James FE. (2015). Landscape Analysis of Adult Florida Panther Habitat. PLoS ONE, 10(7). 
19 Collier County Memo from Kris Van Lengen. (2018, February 12).  Memo pertains to “RLSA development footprint: concept & history”. 
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