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Lee County officials express concern over latest Conservation 20/20 

land buy request 
by Dick Hogan 
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concern-over-latest-Conservation-20-20-land-buy-request 

 

Lee County needs to rework its rules for making conservation land purchases under the troubled 

Conservation 20/20 program, the head of a task force told commissioners Monday. 

  

But three of the five task force members say the official recommendations don’t go far enough to 

restore public faith in the process. 

  

Meanwhile, two commissioners, the county clerk and some commercial real estate brokers expressed 

concerns Monday about county staff’s latest request to make a 20/20 acquisition. 

  

County Lands Manager Karen Maguire wants permission to bid up to $16 million at a Nov. 19 public 

foreclosure auction to buy the 3,900-acre Edison Farms property in south Lee County off Interstate 75. 

  

Commissioner Tammy Hall said that’s not a good idea and she won’t vote to approve. 

  

“An auction isn’t a format in which the county can do well,” she said. “I just don’t know why we’d let our 

staff, which has no experience in public auctions, do that.” 

  

Besides, she noted that at about $4,000 per acre, the $16 million is twice what Fort Myers-based 

businessman real O.J. Buigas paid three months ago for similar land east of FGCU. 

  

Commercial real estate agent Paige Rausch of Boback Commercial Group in Fort Myers said a lot of the 

problem is that the county bought too much at the end of the real estate boom, when prices were 

unrealistically high. 

  

“The travesty is that the county did not wait until the recession got into full swing to try to make other 

purchases that would have afforded them an environmentally important property that would be 

acquired for the value both from an environmental and a real estate market perspective,” she said. 

  

Commissioner Frank Mann said he’s concerned at the price county staff is suggesting for the Edison 

Farms purchase. 

  

“I’d be comfortable with $8 million” because that appears to be close to the actual market value of the 

land based on Buigas’s purchase two months ago from agribusiness company Alico, he said. 

  

County Clerk of Court Charlie Green, who has released a series of critical audits of county land purchases 

over the past two years, blasted the proposal to bid on Edison Farms. 



  

 

Pointing out that today’s meeting is the second to the last for the current commission before the new 

board is sworn in Nov. 20, Green said “We have two lame-duck commissioners (Ray Judah and Brian 

Bigelow),” who would be making a decision best left to the new board. 

  

Besides, he said, “This is last-minute stuff again. Why are they doing that? Why don’t they let it go back 

to the bank, nobody’s going to buy that.” 

  

The Edison Farms controversy is unfolding against the backdrop of a wider debate over 20/20. 

  

At Monday’s meeting, Judah said the defended the program as sound. “Show me where we have 

overpaid for any land purchased under 20/20.” 

  

Blue Ribbon Committee Chairman Noel Andress presented the commissioners Monday with a list of 16 

recommendations, including measures to create a larger pool of appraisers to evaluate purchasers and 

letting the 20/20 citizen advisory board make recommendations based on properties’ price as well as 

environmental value. 

  

He also said the committee is recommending a moratorium on purchases of properties submitted to the 

program after Jan. 1, while the county revises the amount of money it puts in a fund to maintain 

properties already purchased. 

  

Right now, there’s $34 million in that fund but to take care of the existing 25,000 acres of conservation 

land for a century, about $150 million would be required, Andress said. 

  

But three of the five committee members said the official recommendations don’t go far enough. 

  

Randy Thibaut, a commercial land broker who’s a committee member, said it needed another two 

months to examine the underlying problem: “Inflated land purchases, the process itself.” 

  

He said it’s important that “future purchases be put on hold for the time being” while that issue is being 

addressed. 

  

Committee member Sal Grosso, a member of the county Republican Executive Committee, and Don 

Schrotenboer, president of Alico’s land development division, expressed similar concerns about the 

official committee report. 


