1000 Friends of Florida• Apalachicola Riverkeeper • Audubon of Florida 

Clean Water Network of Florida • Defenders of Wildlife 

Florida Institute for Conservation Science • Florida Wildlife Federation 
The Humane Society of the United States 

  Natural Resources Defense Council • The Nature Conservancy
Nokuse Plantation, Inc. •South Walton Community Council 
May 2, 2007





[By Facsimile and U.S. Mail]
The Honorable Charlie Crist
Governor of Florida
State of Florida
PL-05 The Capitol
Tallahassee, FL 32399-0001
RE: 
Northwest Florida Transportation Corridor Authority Master Plan
Dear Governor Crist:
On April 5, 2007 the Board of the Northwest Florida Transportation Corridor Authority (NWFTCA or the Authority) adopted a Master Plan for the U.S. 98 corridor. The above named organizations strongly oppose the Adopted Master Plan. We believe that this plan was developed hastily and without appropriate consideration of the significant environmental and growth management consequences of transportation planning in Northwest Florida. We would like to discuss the below concerns with you so that realistic solutions can be found before major damage is done to Northwest Florida, one of our state’s few remaining landscapes with high ecological integrity.

The primary purpose of the Authority as provided by Chapter 343.82, Fl. Stat. is “to improve mobility on the U.S. 98 corridor in Northwest Florida to enhance traveler safety, identify and develop hurricane evacuation routes, promote economic development along the corridor, and implement transportation projects to alleviate current or anticipated traffic congestion.” For the reasons detailed below, we believe that the Master Plan fails to fulfill in a responsible manner the Authority’s purpose; was adopted without adequate public input; and would be highly detrimental to the ecosystems and wildlife of Northwest Florida.
1. Several of the projects appear to move beyond the mandates of the NWFTCA and show no reasonable relationship to improving congestion on U.S. 98 or providing hurricane evacuation routes (e.g., Projects numbered 40, 54, 78, 79). In fact, several appear to serve only those private development interests that seek to open up currently undeveloped areas, encouraging an increased rate of urbanization/suburbanization. Apparently, little attempt was made to analyze the growth-inducing effects that will result (Projects numbered 40, 78, 79 and 8 may represent such situations). Moreover, by promoting rapid population growth in the region, the proposed new highways would almost certainly increase traffic on U.S. 98, thus defeating a primary purpose of the Authority.
2. The Panhandle is one of the most biologically diverse regions in the United States and is home to a wide array of ecosystems and species, ranging from rare coastal dune lakes to cypress swamps and from the imperiled red-cockaded woodpecker to the Florida black bear. A large number of narrowly endemic (i.e., very small range) species inhabit the region. Yet, several of the proposed roadways threaten large expanses of conservation lands in which the State of Florida has invested millions of dollars to protect, plus others that are under consideration for protection under Florida Forever and other programs (e.g., Projects numbered 8, 35, 38, 40). 

3. Little consideration was given to the very sensitive environmental features and wildlife pathways that several of the proposed roads would cross. Projects numbered 8, 12, 18, 33, 76, 38, 40, 53, 54, 57 and 62 stand out in this respect.

4. The plan deviates from the Governor’s emphasis on improving existing roads instead of building new roads. In this case, highways running north-south and highway 20 could be expanded to four lanes at far less cost to taxpayers and with greater benefits to the public, for example hurricane evacuation routes.

5. The entire plan is strictly a road-building exercise with no consideration given to development of alternative modes of transportation. In the heavily developed beach community areas along U.S. 98, significant investments in alternative modes, such as light rail trolleys, should be assessed, as well as reconstructing and rerouting (alternative 1) the vulnerable areas of the current U.S. 98 instead of paving new highways through intact habitat. 
6. Little attempt was made to educate or involve citizens, local governments, or state or federal agencies affected by the multiple road projects. A slower, more deliberative approach should be taken for each project, especially new road development in areas that heretofore have had low road density, limited habitat fragmentation, and existing rural lands and linked economies. Growth management implications need to be assessed, especially in the case of new road development.

7. The ability of the public to evaluate what was being proposed for adoption was limited, at best, to those with computer access; few, if any, maps appeared in local papers showing the project routes, comparative graphics of resources affected, and new areas that would be open to intensified development.  
8. The adoption hearing itself involved less than one minute of discussion by board members regarding the recommended plan, and was adopted unanimously without debate or consideration of public input. Approximately 20 people spoke in opposition to the Plan at the Public Meeting. However, the Authority did not discuss any of the substantive comments that were made by the public, nor did they ask any follow-up questions. After a 5-minute break, they unanimously approved the Plan. Hence, we consider the Authority’s decision hasty and basically undemocratic.
While we support necessary upgrades of existing transportation routes for reliable and safe transit and hurricane evacuation, such upgrades and any transportation systems should result in minimal impacts to natural resources, maintain community character, and support community visions. Sound planning at the regional level with the appropriate agencies should be at the core of the decision-making process.  
We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you and discuss this matter at greater length. Thank you for your consideration of our views.

Sincerely,

Jennifer A. Hobgood, Ph.D., Program Coordinator,
The Humane Society of the United States
Charles Pattison, AICP, 1000 Friends of Florida 
Andrew Jubal Smith, Executive Director, Apalachicola Riverkeeper

Eric Draper, Deputy Director, Audubon of Florida

Linda L. Young, Clean Water Network of Florida

Laurie Macdonald, Florida Director, Defenders of Wildlife

Reed Noss, Ph.D., President, Florida Institute for Conservation Science, and 
President, North American Section, Society for Conservation Biology
Manley K. Fuller III, President, Florida Wildlife Federation

M. C. Davis, Founder and Executive Director, Nokuse Plantation, Inc.

Melanie Shepherdson, Staff Attorney, Natural Resources Defense Council

Janet Bowman, Associate Director of Government Relations, 

The Nature Conservancy

Anita Page, Executive Director, South Walton Community Council
For correspondence, please contact:  Jennifer A. Hobgood, Ph.D., The Humane Society of the United States, Southeast Regional Office, 1624 Metropolitan Circle, Suite B, Tallahassee, Florida 32308.  Phone: (850) 386-3435.
