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Legislative changes, dwindling cash force enviro 

group to cut back 

By Jennifer Sorentrue  

http://www.mypalmbeachpost.com/news/news/state-regional-govt-politics/legislative-

changes-dwindling-cash-force-enviro-gr/ngnj9/#31f2f124.3566618.735441 

 

A statewide environmental group created more than 25 years ago to push for growth 

management regulations has closed its Palm Beach County office and scaled back its 

operations in Tallahassee because it has not been able to raise money to pay for its work. 

The non-profit 1000 Friends of Florida laid off its Lake Worth-based community planner, 

Joanne Davis, this spring as grants and other funding dried up. Charles Pattison, the group’s 

longtime executive director, has left his post and is now working as a part-time consultant 

for the group. 

The environmental nonprofit 1000 Friends of Florida this spring laid off Joanne Davis, who 

served as a community planner for the ... Read More 

The cutbacks come three years after lawmakers in Tallahassee unraveled the state’s 1985 

Growth Management Act — the set of regulations the non-profit was created to protect. The 

legislative changes approved in 2011, which eliminated state oversight of most local 

planning, have made it difficult to find donors, said Nathaniel Reed, one of 1ooo Friends’ 

founders and its chairman emeritus. 

“Without a state agency that can veto a very bad local plan, it is very difficult to assemble 

the kind of money an organization needs to effectively challenge a development plan that 

will be ruinous,” Reed said. 

Davis’ departure has raised particular concern among local environmentalists, who fear a 

renewed push to build on rural lands. The economic downturn caused a temporary lull in 
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development in the county, but as the housing market heats up again, pressure is mounting 

to build in the county’s western reaches. 

Avenir Holdings plans to build on the 4,763-acre Vavrus Ranch site, one of the largest tracts 

of undeveloped land in the county, and Minto Florida has proposed 4,549 homes and 2 

million square feet of nonresidential uses on the 3,800-acre former Callery-Judge Grove 

citrus farm. 

“It is horrible timing,” former County Commissioner Karen Marcus, said of the non-profit’s 

decision to close its Palm Beach County office. “They (1000 Friends) have done amazing 

things. They really have had a lot of influence.” 

 

Legal challenges filed by 1000 Friends led county commissioners in 2006 to scrap plans to 

build for The Scripps Research Institute on the 1,920-acre Mecca Farms property located 

near the J.W. Corbett Wildlife Management Area west of Palm Beach Gardens. The 

commission later moved the biotech project eastward to Jupiter and Palm Beach Gardens. 

The non-profit also was one of three environmental groups in 2008 to successfully challenge 

the county commission’s decision to allow three rock mines in the rural Everglades 

Agricultural Area south of Lake Okeechobee. The groups — 1000 Friends, the Sierra Club 

and the Florida Wildlife Federation — argued the mining operations could harm Everglades 

restoration efforts and pollute the county’s water supply. 

“This has always been a hot zone for development, environmental interests and land use 

planning,” said Davis, who spent 15 years with 1000 Friends. “We did a lot of stuff that 

nobody ever sees. People are going to have to start doing their own work now. Either they 

are going to have to be engaged or they are going to have to open their wallets.” 

Kerry Kilday, a local land planner whose firm has pushed several development projects 

opposed by Davis and 1000 Friends, said non-profit has been a valuable watchdog for 

environmental policy issues — especially in Palm Beach County. 

“We have different positions at times, but they have always been very upfront and have 

always been willing to meet with you,” Kilday said. “In many cases we have been able to 

work through differences. You are always looking for a balance through a lot of competing 

interests.” 



Vivian Young, the acting president of 1000 Friends, said the cutbacks came after the non-

profit’s board of directors met late last year to re-evaluate the group’s business plan and 

streamline its operation. 

“We needed to refocus on statewide issues,” Young said. “We are going to continue to 

remain involved on issues that have statewide significance.” 

Young said the non-profit will focus its attention on five main areas: citizen education and 

outreach, water resources, affording housing, coastal development and transportation. 

The group’s now-closed Palm Beach County office, which was run out of Davis’ Lake Worth 

home, was its only regional location, Young said. 

“We have always tried to have a presence in that part of the state,” Young said. “I think it 

was a function of Joanne living in Palm Beach County.” 

Like Palm Beach County, many communities across the state are feeling mounting growth 

challenges, Young said. 

“The sad reality is that just about every area of Florida is facing that kind of pressure,” 

Young said. “We wish we had the resources and ability to have a stronger presence in a lot 

of communities around the state.” 

 

The non-profit was formed in 1986 by Reed, a Martin County prominent environmentalist, 

and John DeGrove, a growth-management expert from Boca Raton, to watchdog over the 

state’s growth management laws. It was modeled after 1,000 Friends of Oregon, which at 

the time used grants and membership fees to hire full-time staffers to keep track of 

government planning and permitting. 

In 2011, the Republican-controlled Florida Legislature and the recently elected Republican 

Gov. Rick Scott eliminated many of the rules 1000 Friends had fought to protect. 

The 2011 legislation dissolved the state Department of Community Affairs and eliminated 

state oversight of local planning except when proposals with statewide impact are involved. 

It also toughened standards for citizens challenging development projects and gave builders 

more leeway to undertake projects they can prove will have a positive economic effect. 



“To watch (the growth management laws) be destroyed has been a sad point in my political 

life,” Reed said. “I think people have given up that an organization like 1000 Friends can 

persuade local governments to listen to wise decisions.” 

The non-profit’s 2013 financial report shows its expenses far outpaced its revenues. The 

group took in $541,452 last year, much of it coming from outside foundations and 

memberships. Its expenses totalled $636,345, the report showed. Most of that money — 84 

percent — went to its programs. Seven percent was spent on fund raising. 

Pattison said that many of the foundations that previously gave to 1000 Friends have 

shifted their resources away from policy issues and are instead focusing their efforts on 

specific projects or in certain geographical areas. 

“The dilemma for growth management has always been the challenge of convincing people 

there is an issue out there, but they won’t necessarily see the effects for 10 to 20 years,” 

Pattison said. 

Eric Draper, executive director of Audubon Florida, said the 2011 law changes made 1000 

Friends’ mission even more critical. 

“It shifted more control to the local government rather than to the state government,” 

Draper said. “That made having 1000 Friends all the more important.” 

Draper said his group has stepped up to help research and challenge some of the projects 

and policy decisions that 1000 Friends would have normally been involved in. 

“We really depend on 1000 Friends to be the lead policy advocate for growth management 

policy in the state,” Draper said. “I would hope that particularly in Palm Beach and Martin 

where there has been such a strong focus, that the donors will realize the importance of 

having them around.” 


