
Tuesday, August 7, 2018

The Honorable John Horan, Chair  
The Honorable Brenda Carey  
The Honorable Lee Constantine  
The Honorable Bob Dallari  
Seminole County Services Building  
1101 E. First Street 
Sanford, Florida 32771

VIA EMAIL AND HAND DELIVERY

Re: Request that Board of County Commissioners not change law to make legal River Cross development 
proposal

Dear Chairman Horan and Honorable Commissioners,

I write on behalf of 1000 Friends of Florida, Inc. (1000 Friends) to urge you not to change the Seminole 
County Comprehensive Plan and other Seminole County laws to make legal the River Cross development 
proposal.

The River Cross proposal is a plan to build 1.5 million square feet of commercial development and 1,370 
homes on 669 acres in the rural area of Seminole County. Existing Seminole County laws including the 
Seminole County Comprehensive Plan do not allow intense development on this rural land. In fact, the 
county’s current plan for this rural land is productive agriculture and/or residential development at a low 
density of one unit per five acres.

To develop this land in spite of local plans, the River Cross Land Company, LLC (applicant)—through its 
owner Chris Dorworth—has requested that the Board of County Commissioners change the law to 
remove the rural designation from this land; rewrite Seminole County’s comprehensive plan to 
accommodate the development; and change the zoning designation of the property to planned 
development.

The County Commission should reject these requests because the the proposal does not meet the 
minimum standards the Seminole County Comprehensive Plan requires of changes in the rural boundary, 
because the proposal is suburban sprawl, and because the applicant has not addressed protecting wetlands.

River Cross does not meet the minimum standards of the Seminole County Comprehensive 
Plan
On November 2, 2004, more than ninety-one thousand Seminole County voters, or 56% of those voting 
on the issue, chose to establish the rural boundary in the Seminole County Charter. The rural boundary is 
the line between urban parts of Seminole County and rural parts of Seminole County. In other words, the 
rural area exists because Seminole County voters demanded it.
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To implement the voters’ will, the Seminole County Comprehensive Plan provides a host of protections 
for rural land uses—especially economically productive agriculture—in east Seminole County. The 
following policies are examples.

• Seminole County “recognize[s] East Seminole County as an area with specific rural character, rather 
than an area anticipated to be urbanized.” Future Land Use Element Policy 11.1.

• “The County shall encourage continuation of agricultural operations in East Seminole County.” 
Future Land Use Element Policy 11.2.

• Development in east Seminole County should protect wetland and floodprone areas. Future Land Use 
Element Policy 11.14.A.

• Development in east Seminole County should protect the Econlockhatchee River. Future Land Use 
Element Policy 11.14.D.

• Development in the rural area must have at least 50% open space. Future Land Use Element Policy 
11.19.A.

• Development in the rural area must protect ongoing bonafide agricultural uses. Future Land Use 
Element Policy 11.19.B.

Moreover, the comprehensive plan has established criteria for moving the rural boundary that the River 
Cross proposal doesn’t meet. The comprehensive plan sets out those criteria on pages 117 and 118. 
Seminole County procured a technical review of the River Cross proposal against these standards from 
the Balmoral Group. In its review, the county’s own contracted experts found that:

• the applicant’s assertions regarding need for new development capacity “are not substantiated with 
data and analysis documenting that” River Cross meets the Seminole County criteria;

• the applicant makes “general” statements regarding water and sewer service but provides “no 
confirmation” for those statements;

• the applicant fails to address requirements for protecting wetlands; and

• the proposal does not discourage suburban sprawl.

In sum, Seminole County voters have designated eastern Seminole County for rural and agricultural uses. 
The applicant has not made a case as to why the River Cross proposal should be treated differently than 
other rural lands. Intensely developing this rural and agricultural property would be a fundamental shift 
away from a healthy mix of developed and rural areas in Seminole County and toward declining 
agricultural land uses. 

The River Cross proposal is suburban sprawl
Florida Statutes prohibit the county commission from extending the rural boundary to accommodate the 
River Cross proposal because the development is suburban sprawl. Florida Statutes section 163.3177(6)
(a)9. defines sprawl and requires local government comprehensive plans to discourage sprawl.

Some of the hallmarks of suburban sprawl include allowing “significant amounts of urban development to 
occur in rural areas,” failing to “adequately protect and conserve natural resources, such as wetlands [and] 
floodplains,” failing “to adequately protect agricultural areas and activities,” and failing to make efficient 
use of infrastructure—including transportation infrastructure. Fla. Stat. § 163.3177(6)(a)9.

The Balmoral Group technical analysis of the River Cross proposal found that it does not discourage 
suburban sprawl. Approving development that is sprawl will not only lead to a loss of rural and 
agricultural land. It will also worsen traffic congestion.
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Specifically regarding traffic, the applicant’s own traffic analysis shows that the River Cross proposal will 
make area roads over-capacity including CR 419, N Tanner Road, McCulloch Road, and Lake Pickett 
Road. The applicant reaches that conclusion even though the consultant’s traffic model included new 
roads that do not exist and that the applicant does not plan to build! For example, the applicant imagines
—but does not commit to paying for—access to River Cross from CR 419 and an extension of McColloch 
Road. Simply put, River Cross would be a traffic nightmare for Seminole County residents.

River Cross would destroy wetlands
This site of the River Cross proposal is adjacent to the Econlockhatchee River and is across the river from 
the urban area. The Econlockhatchee River is an important wildlife corridor, is surrounded by wetlands 
and floodplains, and the county should not change its laws to intensely develop this area.

Despite the Seminole County Comprehensive Plan requiring proposals to move the rural boundary to 
protect wetlands and floodprone areas, the applicant has identified 276 acres of wetlands on the property 
but has proposed protecting only 100 acres of wetlands. The proposed development would destroy 
wetland resources that current county laws protect.

The applicant argues the Affordable Housing Act requires Seminole County to change its 
laws
Even though the River Cross proposal doesn’t meet Seminole County’s standards for development and the 
applicant has failed to establish a justification for a change in the law to allow the development, the 
applicant has argued that Seminole County should make legal the development because of the Fair 
Housing Act. Essentially, the applicant asserts that this federal law designed to end discriminatory 
housing practices from 1968 can now invalidate Seminole County’s land use laws.

This argument from the applicant is a laissez faire dream thinly guised as a civil rights issue. The Fair 
Housing Act does prohibit local laws that have a discriminatory effect. However, the applicant has not 
explained how Seminole County’s current laws are discriminatory or perpetuate discrimination. Rather 
than prohibit intense development, Seminole County allows intense development of the kind proposed by 
the applicant at numerous locations throughout in the county.

For example, in the southern part of the county, close to the property where applicant has proposed to 
develop River Cross, are properties with the future land use designations High Density Res and Mixed 
Development. The High Density Res category allows twenty homes per acre. The Mixed Development 
designation allows thirty homes per acre and, for commercial development, a floor area ratio of 0.8. In 
addition, numerous properties in the southern part of Seminole County are planned developments. For 
each planned development, a unique set of ordinances establishes high density development potential.

Moreover, nothing in the River Cross proposal suggests that River Cross will benefit any minority group 
that the Fair Housing Act protects. The River Cross proposal does not include any restrictive covenants, 
marketing plans, or other tools of any kind that would cause River Cross to benefit any identified group 
except the applicant itself.

Ultimately, Seminole County land use rules that direct intense development to urban areas, and not to 
rural areas, are vital land use rules that protect vulnerable ecosystems, protect Seminole County’s 
agricultural economy, and provide residents the choice to live in a rural area. For these reasons, I 
respectfully urge you to not change the Seminole County Comprehensive Plan and other Seminole 
County laws to facilitate the River Cross development proposal. Simply put, your plans and laws do not 
currently allow the River Cross proposal because it is a bad project.
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I appreciate your consideration of my comments. If I can offer additional assistance please do not hesitate 
to contact me at (850) 222-6277 or thawkins@1000fof.org.

Sincerely,

Thomas Hawkins, JD, AICP  
Policy and Planning Director
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