June 16, 2006

To Mayor and City Council
City of Bonita Springs

9101 Bonita Beach Road

Bonita Springs, FL 34135

Dear Council :

The Southwest Florida Watershed Council is a grass-roots, multi-county coalition of individuals, organizations, agencies and businesses whose mission is to protect, conserve, manage and/or restore the land and water resources of the Caloosahatchee and Big Cypress Watersheds.  Through increased awareness, participation and cooperation among all stakeholders in consensus building, planning and decision making, we are working to meet the economic, natural and cultural needs for this and succeeding generations.  As such, we are respectfully submitting our recommendations and comments regarding potential changes to the Bonita Springs Comprehensive Plan related to the DR/GR area.  The area in question is a component of the Imperial River Watershed that impacts the Imperial River which is an Outstanding Florida Water currently impaired for nutrient pollution.
In 1990 when Lee County adopted a Future Land Use Plan as part of its Comprehensive Plan, it created a land use category known as “Density Reduction/Groundwater Resource” (DR/GR) that reduced the allowable density in this area to one residential dwelling unit per ten acres.  The DR/GR category was created to protect “geographic areas that provide significant recharge to aquifer systems associated with existing potable water well fields or future well field development.”
  Then in 1999, when the City of Bonita Springs incorporated, it inherited 4,739 acres of land designated as DR/GR, located mostly east of Interstate 75.  The DR/GR land use category accounts for 16.2% of the City of Bonita Spring’s land area.  Current land use within the DR/GR includes areas of low density residential development (9%), High density residential (<1%), pasture (27%), mining (26%), and unimproved upland and lowland natural areas.  
In 1990, the Imperial River along with 6 other Estero Bay tributaries was declared an Outstanding Florida Waters, a designation that is supposed to afford them a higher level of protection.  Therefore, there needs to be additional land use and water quality precautions made to prevent further degradation of these Outstanding Florida Waters (OFW).
While multiple studies have been conducted which provide information on aspects of the natural resources and ecological services that the DR/GR provides, including the most recent study in accordance to Policy 1.7.1 of the City’s Comprehensive Plan, the “DR/GR Study” 2 the data has not yet been compiled, analyzed, and utilized to formulate an appropriate comprehensive plan for the future use of the DR/GR area.  However, it should be noted that the study did model the current land use based on the comp plan, as well as four additional future land use scenarios involving increasing levels of land use intensification.  In almost every modeled scenario, nitrogen and phosphorus concentrations exceed the Median Lee County Data and Historical Median Value for Total Nitrogen and Total Phosphorus.  
To approve density increases in the absence of a well thought-out and supported plan for the DR/GR, as well as the associated necessary language being incorporated into the City’s Comprehensive Plan, would be premature. We also recommend waiting until the Basin Management Action Plan (BMAP) as required by the Total Maximum Daily Load regulation to address the existing impairment is completed prior to amending the City’s Comprehensive Plan in this regard. These recommendations are consistent with the fundamental guiding principles of the Southwest Florida Watershed Council where policy decisions are based on sound science
. If comprehensive plan amendments are allowed in the DR/GR area, the water quality from the final development is to reduce the annual load to or below the median value of the downstream sampling station for parameters of concern.  Once the TMDLs are set for this watershed, a new project must meet or exceed the requirements of that program.  The reductions can be accomplished by a series of treatment processes as required by the proposed land use
A comprehensive plan for the DR/GR would need to address not only groundwater and surface water issues but also include information on flow-ways, wildlife habitat, listed species, and mining in addition to other economic factors associated with infrastructure support (e.g. transportation). This would not necessitate reinventing the wheel - almost all of these surface resource data already exist and only need to be collected and analyzed in the context of southeast Lee County.    
This compilation and analysis of all existing data, and the production of a comprehensive land use plan for the DR/GR, would address a multitude of mandates: including all of the aforementioned, as well as the Growth Management Plan requirements to protect listed species and their habitat. In addition, a comprehensive plan would provide additional guidance for the required BMAP to restore the Imperial River and other Estero Bay tributaries. 
Incorporating effective smart growth principles such as Transferable Development Rights by designating appropriate “Sending” areas that are sensitive and are appropriate for decreasing growth, and “Receiving” areas, which are less-sensitive and more appropriate for some intensification of development to occur should be considered.  In doing so, there could be stipulations tied to the transference of those rights such that the units are clustered into a “rural village” in the receiving areas, with interior retail and commercial space, such as was done with Collier County’s “Rural Fringe TDR” program. Another possible initiative that should be incorporated into a plan for the DR/GR area, is the requirement for additional stormwater best management practices (BMPs) for treating the stormwater within the DR/GR so as to reduce the loading of nitrogen and phosphorus to the Imperial River.

The fact that the Imperial River and other OFW tributaries to Estero Bay have become impaired is a tragedy.  To do any less than err on the side of caution in protecting those resources by finalizing a study and constructing a solid plan for the DR/GR area prior to allowing density increases and development intensification to occur, would not be in the communities’ best interest.  The Southwest Florida Watershed Council respectfully requests you carefully consider our recommendation in any decisions you make with regard to the DR/GR area.  Thank you for you time and attention to this matter.
Sincerely,

John Cassani
Chairman, Southwest Florida Watershed Council
� City of Bonita Springs Comprehensive Land Use Plan, Policy 1.1.21


� Southwest Florida Watershed Council “Guiding Principles of the Watershed Council”. Accessed on May 24, 2006.  Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.swfwc.org/information.htm" ��http://www.swfwc.org/information.htm� 





