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BY GARY COOPER

Saving what, for whom,

Ablast - -
from the past -

for how much?!

By Gary Cooper
of Southeast AgNet
D. Tallahassce was tempered for many by
be one legislative
llot i led with an
culture con-

wrote a column for Citrus Industry magazine 16 years ago. This was before
Southeast AgNet Radio Network bought the magazine in 2005, as the com-
pany began to diversify toward becoming the multimedia business (AgNet
Media) it is today. I had been a regular columnist for years, but a copy of this
particular column has been pinned to the wall of my fishing cabin to share with

visitors ever since I wrote it in 2003.

It’s uncanny to see the similarities of issues then that we’re still dealing with today.
Consider the topic of environmental protection and how Florida leads the deep south-
east in urban growth and debates about its unintended consequences to agriculture.

With state legislative sessions now underway, I thought this blast-from-the-past
column would be fitting to share with a new generation of readers. As many things
continue to change in our region, some things remain the same. Here is the original

column from 2003:

Saving what, for whom,
for how much?!

Inauguration Day in Tallahassee
was tempered for many by the reality
that this could be one of the toughest
legislative sessions ever. Successful bal-
lot initiatives, coupled with an already
strained state budget, have many in
agriculture concerned, and rightfully so.

Speaking with various industry lead-
ers and representatives about a number
of these issues reminded me of a group
discussion at a friend’s hunt camp this
winter. I had been invited for dinner
and to watch a football game afterward
by generator power. This particular
group has been hunting the woods of
this cattle ranch for many years through
a lease with the landowner.

To a vast majority of agricultural
landowners, wildlife and environment
are valuable components of operations.
Many invest heavily to protect wildlife
on their lands, even to the extent of
hiring wildlife biologists and guarding
against poachers who constantly want
to invade their property.

Things are changing, though,
thanks to pressures of environmental
groups and the state’s willingness to
spend tax dollars for what some feel is a
misguided environmental ‘movement’
that is having a hard time separat-
ing fiction from fact. In this case, the
landowner was pressured a few years
ago into selling lakefront lowlands to

the state. The situation was part of the
ongoing Ordinary High Water Mark,
or so-called ‘Sovereign Lands’ debate.
The state took ownership of many
beautiful wetlands, oak hammocks,
cypress heads and swamp grass areas
previously protected by the same family
for three, maybe four generations. Now,
presumably, it belongs to the public to
be ‘protected for future generations, or
at least that’s what proponents of the
purchase want us to believe.
Apparently, many so-called envi-
ronmentalists seldom actually
go into the woods to witness first-
hand the ultimate result of their
actions. In this instance the lease hunt-
ers lost access to land they previously
hunted, but the bigger losers were

wildlife, the environment and the tax-
payers of Florida.

Post-purchase, the state moved in,
mowing down untold acres of beauti-
tul oaks, cypress and other historically
pristine land so its fence line could be
cleared and constructed. Remember,
these properties and wildlife had been
protected at private expense, under
private ownership, for generations. For
the most part the only ‘public’ now
with access are airboaters, hardly the
‘masses’ promoted by purchase propo-
nents in the first place.

And the poor wildlife ... Imagine
the free and legal access poachers now
have, to not only get into these areas
but to get clear shooting along state
fence line in areas previously very diffi-
cult to hunt by anybody.

Isolation of these areas allows for
the unscrupulous to have almost open
access at any time of day or night.
While watching football late the night
of my visit to the hunt camp, we could
hear airboat engines in the distance
interrupted by the “POW, POW” of
gunshots before the engines raced
again and faded off into the night.

Representatives of groups promot-
ing such misguided use of state funds
should spend more time in the woods.
They may realize the practices of private
landowners and the wishes of true envi-
ronmentalists are surprisingly similar. A
better meeting of the minds could save
lots of money, give the environment its
best chance at survival, and ease state
financial pressures immensely. @

Gary Cooper is the founder and
president of AgNet Media, Inc. in
Gainesville, Florida.
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