5I-7.007 Ranking, Review and Approval of Priority Acquisition List.

(1) The Commissioner will designate a Rural and Family Lands Selection Committee of no fewer than five (5) members drawn from divisions and offices within the Department with expertise in various agricultural activities.

(2) Rural and Family Lands Selection Committee members shall independently evaluate projects based on consideration of the Program Evaluation Report detailed in Rule 5I-7.006, F.A.C., giving preference to ranch and timberlands managed using practices that provide multiple use and sustained yield of the renewable surface resources with the goal of sustaining the economic and ecological integrity of the property while allowing the agricultural business to operate and prosper.

(3) Eligible projects are those that protect the integrity and function of working landscapes, ensure opportunities for viable agricultural activities on working lands threatened by conversion to other uses, and meet at least one of the following public purposes consistent with Sections 259.105(3)(i) and 570.71(1), F.S.:

(a) Perpetuate open space on working lands that contain significant natural areas; 

(b) Protect, restore or enhance water bodies, aquifer recharge areas including uplands and springsheds, wetlands or watersheds; 

(c) Consistent with subsection 5I-7.003(1), F.A.C., promote a more complete pattern of protection, including buffers to natural areas, ecological greenways, functioning ecosystems; and military installations as provided in Sections 259.105(2)(h)1.-3., F.S.
(d) Promote the restoration, enhancement or management of species habitat, consistent with the purposes for which the easement is acquired
(4) The Rural and Family Lands Selection Committee shall consider the list of projects at a public meeting conducted pursuant to Section 120.525, F.S. The purpose of the meeting shall be to receive public comment, consider the eligibility of new applications and projects on the existing priority list, and by majority vote adopt a list of projects in tiered priority order that qualify for acquisition under the Program.

(5) Each year that cash disbursements or bonds are to be issued pursuant to Section 259.105, F.S., the Department shall present the priority list, approved by the Rural and Family Lands Selection Committee, for review by the Council at a regularly scheduled public meeting.

(6) Following review by the Council, the Department shall present the priority list to the Board for approval, along with supporting information outlined in subsection (7) below. The Board is authorized to remove projects from the list, but may not add projects or change project rankings, as provided in Section 259.105(15), F.S.

(7) The Department shall submit to the Board, with its priority list, a report that includes, but is not limited to, the following information for each project listed:

(a) A summary of the project evaluation, including the type of agricultural activities currently on the property, the natural resource benefits of the project, and the current threat of conversion to non-agricultural uses.

(b) A map delineating project boundaries, and, where applicable, proximity to other protected lands.

(8) The combined value of all projects recommended to the Board by the Department may exceed the amount of money available for acquisition. 

(9) Upon approval of the priority list by the Board and subject to the availability of funds, the Department may proceed with the acquisition process for perpetual easements, including appraisals, survey and title review. 

(10) All acquisition projects approved by the Board shall be eligible for funding, with available resources targeted initially toward the highest ranked projects. However, the Board is authorized to approve the purchase of any project from the list, pursuant to Sections 259.105, 570.70 and 570.71, F.S.

(11) A priority list approved by the Board shall replace all prior lists. If a project from a prior list is removed, all acquisition activities shall cease, unless there is a fully executed contract on the property.

Rulemaking Authority 570.07(23), 570.71(10), 259.105(3)(i) FS. Law Implemented 570.70, 570.71(10), 259.105(3)(i) FS. History‒New 11-3-08, Amended 4-14-15.

