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Another look at scrub-jay issue while we wait
Guest Columnist

Rick Kilmer

Emotions, reactions and impressions, were all expressed last Tuesday at
the regular Charlotte County Commission meeting when it came to Regular
Agenda Item #2: Update on the Scrub-Jay Habitat Conservation Plan
(HCP). Several commissioners expressed “frustration” over the fact that,
simply put, the agreed HCP with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service just
isn’t working as planned. While 14,000 parcel owners were relieved of
expensive studies and permit processing, there still remained 4,000 lot
owners that were being held hostage to an estimated, and declining,
population of “maybe” 80 scrub-jay families in Charlotte County.

Four thousand property taxpayers are being kept from realizing their 30-
year dreams of building their retirement home, or selling an investment
property to supplement a needed income because Fish

and Wildlife wants to keep fees high, thus limiting development.

While quarter-acre lot owners pay $2,200 HCP fees in order to build their
single-family home, 5-acre parcel owners are required to pay over
$76,000 to build their single-family residence. Basically, that’s what it’s all
about. This federal agency wants lands for an undocumented and roughly
estimated number of birds, while “grandma and grandpa” can’t build or
sell.

You think the commissioners are frustrated … well, the property owners
are suffering and in agony.

So what can be done?

With a 3-2 vote the commissioners approved the study and possible
purchase of 1,300 acres of agricultural land that would be converted to
habitat and would meet the full requirements of the HCP as it pertains to
acreage purchased for bird reserve. We are told that with the procurement
of these 1,300 acres, the amended density fee schedule (requested more
than two years ago) most likely will be approved by U.S. FWS, thus
relieving those 4,000 property owners of the current unrealistically severe
and disproportionate financial burden.

However, the fact remains that Charlotte County leadership created this
dilemma by adopting the only, be it somewhat flawed, scrub-jay HCP in
the state of Florida. Some would say a plan that was not adequately
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thought through in the beginning.

All would say that it’s not working. Now, it is time for the creators of this
plan to push, and push hard, for the purchase of the 1,300 acres and the
subsequent reduction of the fee schedule to manageable levels. Turn
frustration into action and perhaps the economic hardship and possible
demise of development in selected areas of the county can be turned
around to the benefit of the scrubjays and the property owners. Don’t let
years pass again without affirmative actions and demonstrated success.
The Board of County Commissioners must find ways to move forward with
an equitable solution for birds and taxpayers.

A point of clarification: The county is not paying $3.5 million more on top
of the estimated $52 million original plan. The property owners of
Charlotte County are directly paying the entire sum and the county is only
the depository for the funds.

The Prairie Creek Park Scrub-Jay Action Committee will be presenting a list
of 15 recommendations to representatives of the county commissioners,
administration and staff on Friday, May 25. The document can be found on
the PCP website www.prairiecreekpark. net. If you support any or all of
these recommendations, please share your ideas with commissioners.

Rick Kilmer of Punta Gorda is the director of the Prairie Creek Park POA.
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