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Background
The state of Florida manages more than 3.7 million acres of conservation lands.  These lands include state parks, preserves, forests, wildlife management areas, and other conservation and recreation lands that are managed to protect important natural and cultural resources and for public use and enjoyment. 
  In addition to these state conservation lands, the federal government manages 4.0 million acres, the water management districts manage 1.4 million acres, and county and municipal governments manage 386,161 acres.
the state’s system for managing conservation land is decentralized.  Three state agencies primarily have management responsiblities: the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services; the Department of Environmental Protection; and the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.  Each of these agencies manages conservation lands differently based on its legislatively mandated responsibilities.  For example, the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission primarily manages lands to conserve and protect fish, wildlife, and their habitats and to provide hunting opportunities.  However, it allows other recreational activities, such as camping and hiking, when compatible with these primary purposes.
The Acquisition and Restoration Council, administratively housed in Department of Environmental Protection, is responsible for recommending which state agency should become the primary manager of newly aquired state lands. 
  The council bases its recommendation primarily on the land acqusition goals the parcel is intended to meet, and how these goals match the agencies’ missions and roles in conservation land management.  The Governor and Cabinet make the final decision on which agency will be the manager when they approve the land purchase.  Depending on which agency is designated as the lead manager, the amount and types of land management activities conducted and recreational opportunities that will be available to the public will vary.
The Florida Statutes require that agencies facilitate multiple uses for conservation lands, such as public access and enjoyment; resource conservation and protection; ecosystem maintenance and protection; and protection of threatened and endangered species. 
  Agencies conduct a variety of land management activities to achieve these multiple uses, including facility construction and maintenance, prescribed burning, wildlife management, control of exotic species and invasive plants, preserving historical and cultural resources, managing visitors, and restoration of natural habitats.  Agencies often coordinate their activities to facilitate these multiple uses.
Each of the agencies also participate in land management planning and reviews.  Land management plans provide guidelines for managing each state land parcel.  Managing agencies are statutorily required to submit a land management plan to the Acquisition and Restoration Council within a year of acquisition and at least once every 10 years for each parcel they manage. 
  At a minimum, the land management plan must include a

· statement of the purpose for which the lands were acquired;

· list of key management activities necessary to preserve and protect natural resources and restore habitat;

· specific description of how the managing agency plans to identify, locate, protect, and preserve, or otherwise use fragile, nonrenewable natural and cultural resources;

· priority schedule for conducting management activities;

· cost estimates for conducting priority and other management activities; and 
· determination of the public uses and public access.
The Department of Environmental Protection is required to coordinate land management reviews to determine whether conservation lands owned by the state are being managed in accordance with land management plans. 
, 
  The reviews are conducted by interagency teams that include one individual from the county or local community where the land is located, state agency representatives (i.e., Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Department of Environmental Protection, and Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission staff), a private land manager, a member of the local soil and water conservation, and a member of a conservation organization.

Policy Issue #1 - Should the State centralize the Land Management duties under one agency?

The state currently manages over 3.7 million acres of conservation land at a management cost of approximately $220 million annually.  As the state acquires more conservation land, these costs will increase, as will the need to effectively manage these lands and track, and report performance.  However, the current management system is decentralized among three agencies, and the existing accountability system needs improvement.

Recommendation

It is the recommendation of the JSC to consolidate all land management activities to the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services.

How will the Public Policy be implemented?

Under this model, the land management responsibilities, functions, activities, staff, funding, and equipment of the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, the Department of Environmental Protection, and the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission would be consolidated within the Department of Agriculture.  This agency would oversee all state-owned conservation and recreational areas, including state parks, state forests, greenways and trails, water bodies, wildlife management areas, and coastal and aquatic areas. In addition, the agency would undertake all management activities currently conducted by the three agencies, including facility construction and maintenance, prescribed burning, imperiled species recovery, wildlife management, trail maintenance, control of exotic species and invasive plants, restoration of natural habitats, and visitor services.
The process of acquisition of lands would remain. After acquisition of the land by an agency is complete, the agency would then create a strategic land management plan for the acquired parcel. The agency would then turn the strategic plan over to DACS to execute the plan. DACS would then take responsibility of the management of the land and report on a periodical basis to the agency who was responsible for the acquisition.

When should it be implemented?

July 2009
� Section. 253.034, (2)(c), F.S., provides that conservation lands are lands that are currently managed for conservation, outdoor-based recreation,�or archaeological or historic preservation.


� The Acquisition and Restoration Council is responsible for evaluating, selecting, and ranking state land acquisition projects for the Florida Forever program, subject to approval or modification by the Board of Trustees.  The council annually reviews Florida Forever acquisition proposals, decides which proposals should receive further evaluation, and determines the final project boundaries.  Exceptions to this are lands purchased by the in-holding and addition programs of, the Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, the Department of Environmental Protection and the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.


� Section 253.034(1), F.S.


� Section 253.034(5), F.S.


� Chapter 259.036, F.S.


� Specifically, the statute requires review teams to assess the extent to which existing management plan provides sufficient protection to threatened or endangered species, unique or important natural or physical features, geological or hydrological functions or archaeological features, the extent to which the land is being managed in accordance with the purposes for which is was acquired, and the extent to which actual management practices, including public access, are in compliance with the adopted management plan.





