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Introduction  
The following document was created by North Florida Land Trust (NFLT), a 501(c) non-profit 

operating in Nassau County to preserve and conserve the countyôs natural, historic, and working 

lands resources. NFLT was retained by the county to bring their experience in the identification 

and acquisition of conservation resources to assist in the creation of their own Conservation 

Lands Acquisition and Management program, known in short, as the CLAM. NFLT brought their 

experience to bear in the realms of strategi c conservation planning, to develop for the county a 

conservation plan which would help them identify, rank, and assess lands for acquisition and 

management. The product of that work is the Conservation Plan and the CLAM Resource 

Rankings. In addition, they were asked to produce a manual of operations for the 

administration and management of the CLAM program, which is available in the form of the 

CLAM Manual, and supplementary documents to that manual are the attached calculator and 

nomination form. We were  also asked as natural resource professionals to review the Countyôs 

inventory of natural resources and the existing regulatory tools within the countyôs control, 

mostly planning and zoning tools, to see how well the countyôs resources are currently 

protected so as to contrast that with a land acquisition program. The product of that work is 

attached as the Document Review and Natural Resource Inventory.  

Nassau County is at this moment, working to be proactive in the conservation of their natural 

resources. They are currently behind the stateôs average for counties in terms of natural 

resource protections, having only preserved 7% of their landmass, as compared to a statewide 

average of 29%. Nassau County is also facing new and significant development threats, having 

quickly gone from being a rural county with a bustling beach community, they are now turning 

into an exurban and suburban growth area for Metro Jacksonville. However, they have a bounty 

of healthy natural resources, bounded by the St. Marys and Nassau Rivers, with scenic and 

unique barrier island resources and boundless miles of forestland. We are certain that if they 

maintain that pro -activity, and initiated the programs described herein, that they can ensure a 

sustainable county with a wealth of  natural resources for years to come. 

We thank the county for the opportunity to help them describe their conservation future.  

 
 
  
 
Marc Hudson 
Director of Strategic Conservation 
North Florida Land Trust 



5  

Goals of the Nassau CLAM 
The following summarizes the collected goals that have been expressed by Nassau County 

commissioners, staff, and the general public in the process of developing this conservation plan. 

Their input was gathered via interview and surveys of those groups. The goals have been 

described in two tiers, primary and secondary. Primary goals were identified in interviews and 

surveys as either overwhelmingly supported or repetitiously mentioned. Secondary Goals were 

still mentioned or selected at a magnitude great enough for consi deration but at a lesser level 

of support. 

Primary Goals: 

1. Water Issues 

Water Issues, as a whole, were provided the highest emphasis by all those polled in the 

surveys. The following are the primary goals on addressing water issues within the 

county: 

1.1 Water Quality: The preservation of Nassau Countyôs high quality waters, free 
of pollutants, healthily maintained for wildlife and recreationalists alike. 

1.2 Flooding and Storm Surge: The mitigation of the negative impacts of flooding 
and storm surge by preserving that green infrastructure which is important to 
the countyôs resiliency. 

1.3 Sea Level Rise Adaptation: To facilitate adaptation to changing conditions for 
Nassau Countyôs Natural Resources. 

2. Species and Habitat Protection 

Species and Habitat Protection was of second highest emphasis by the public in the 

survey. The following are the primary goals  on addressing species and habitat protection 

within the county:  

2.1 Rare and Declining Habitats: To preserve those habitats most at risk from 
loss within Nassau County. 

2.2 Species Protections: To ensure the preservation of Nassau Countyôs most 
threatened species. 

2.3 Wildlife Corridors: That all Nassau County species have room to roam in a 
manner that allows them to thrive within the County. 

3. Outdoor Recreation and Quality of Life 

Outdoor Recreation and Quality of Life was of the third highest emphasis by the public 

in the survey. The following are the primary goals on addressing outdoor recreation and 

quality of life within the county:  

3.1 Rural Lifestyles: That currently rural areas of the County can maintain rural 
lifestyles through the normal practice of passive, outdoor recreational activities 
such as hiking, biking, hunting, fishing, boating, kayaking, equestrian activities 
and more. 
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3.2 Access to Conservation Lands: The County will provide equivalent access to 
conservation lands in all parts of the County, and endeavor to increase this 
access by co-locating those conservation lands with a county-wide trail and 
blueways network. 

3.3 Connecting Conservation: The County will build off those existing showcase 
conservation areas and future conservation acquisitions to build a network of 
conservation lands across the County. 

Secondary Goals: 

4. Working Lands 

Working Lands Preservation, or the preservation of farms, ranches, and timberlands, 

was emphasized by all participants but at an order of magnitude less than other 

categories of resource protection. Working lands preservation particularly resonated with 

those working lands which commit to a higher standard of sustainability than the 

minimum for their natural r esources. As such, the following secondary goals are the 

goals for working lands preservation within the  County: 

4.1 Sustainable Forestry: To conserve those timberlands exhibiting the highest 
degree of economic and environmental sustainability. 

4.2 Existing Farms and Ranchlands: To preserve those legacy and multi- 
generational farms and ranchlands within the County. 

4.3 Conservation Compromise: By working with farmers, ranchers, and foresters 
to ensure the preservation of the Countyôs water, habitat, and outdoor 
recreational opportunities where appropriate on private lands. 

5. Value for Money 

There are not enough dollars available for Nassau County to conserve all its natural 

resources on its own. In interviews and conversations with County Commissioners, staff, 

and subject matter experts, an emphasis on ñValue for Moneyò or ñBang for the Buck,ò 

was repeatedly emphasized as a necessary reality of the program. As such, the following 

secondary goals are for the fiscally responsible and transparent management of the 

program: 

5.1 Value for Money: The County will operate a program that balances protection 
of the highest quality natural resources with the transparent and sound fiscal 
management of public funds, to identify those lands which have a combination of 
the best resources and the best value attainable. 

5.2 Partnerships: To partner with County municipalities, non-profits, state and 
federal agencies for technical expertise, funding, and partnered purchases to 
maximize the potential of conservation spending inside of Nassau County. 

5.3 Conservation Easements: To use conservation easements appropriately 
where natural resources are best protected under private lands management or 
where the use of a conservation easement provides a better value to the County. 
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Regulatory Solutions 

In interviews, Nassau County staff discussed efforts to broaden programs within the 

countyôs regulatory purview to modernize and update environmental protections County- 

wide. In keeping with the Countyôs goal to achieve value for money, the goal is to avoid 

spending funding on lands otherwise protected by regulation. Therefore, the following is 

the secondary goal regarding regulatory overlap: 

Regulatory Overlap: To prioritize the preservation of those resources otherwise 
unprotected by state, local or federal regulations. 
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Glossary of Terms 

 
Capitalized terms are intended as specific references to terminology or descriptions 

within the document.  

CLAM ï The CLAM is the Conservation Lands Acquisition and Management Program, the 

program of acquiring and managing lands in Nassau County, executed by Nassau County 

government, for which this manual exists.  

Manual or CLAM Manual ï The Manual is this document, which intends to describe the rules 

and principles under which the CLAM program operates. 

Staff ï Staff refers to those Nassau County staff members, or designated contractors and 

consultants, that are responsible for the execution of the activities in this Manual.  

Committee, or CLAM Committee ï The Committee refers to the Conservation Lands 

Acquisition and Management Committee, a commissioner appointed committee under Nassau 

County charged with reviewing and recommending to the Commissioners all the activities under 

the CLAM. 

Commission, or BoCC ï The Commission refers to the Nassau County Board of County 

Commissioners. 

Conservation Plan ï The Conservation Plan refers to the Nassau County Conservation Plan, 

attached to this document, which aggregates, weighs and maps, according to public and 

subject matter expert opinions, a ll the natural resources within the county.  

County - Nassau County, Florida. 

CLAM Resource Rankings ï The CLAM Resource Rankings is the ultimate product of the 

Conservation Plan, showing the relative position and weighted value, according to input of the 

public and subject matter experts, of all the natural resources within the county, and is used to 

rank properties nominated for acquisition under the CLAM. 

Conservation Easement ï A conservation easement is a real property interest that runs with 

the land, is perpetual, and is established through agreement between the landowner and a 

government or land trust, by which a landowner agrees to restrict development on their land 

and stop, reduce or increase certain management practices according to the natural resource 

needs on the property, or perform other actions to achieve conservation purposes.  

Fee Simple Acquisition ï A fee simple acquisition refers to an acquisition of real property 

pursuant to which the acquiring entity, and its heirs, obtains full and irr evocable ownership of 

the lands and improvements. 

Property ï Property refers to any such land area being nominated, ranked, or considered for 

acquisition or under management, within the CLAM. 

Priority Group ï The Priority Group is the top fifteen ranked pr operties for which staff are 

encouraged to negotiate under the CLAM. 
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Eligible Group ï The eligible group is the list of the next ten ranked properties which meet the 

qualifying goals of the CLAM, but which cannot be considered for purchase until properties 

under the Priority Group have been purchased, allowing them to increase rank and be added to 

the Priority Group. 

Nominators ï Nominators are members of the public, agencies, non-profits, or other entities 

which have nominated a property for acquisition under the CLAM. 

Management Plan ï A Management Plan is the primary administrative and managerial 

document for lands acquired under the CLAM program, dictating land management activities, 

improvements, and providing budgetary information for the Commission.  
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Role of the Conservation Plan in the CLAM 
The Nassau County Conservation Plan is the essential guidance document for the selection of 

lands acquired under the CLAM, and the CLAM Resource rankings are the tool by which Nassau 

County staff will directly rank properties for acquisition, and the standard by which the 

Committee and the Commission will approve those rankings. However, the Conservation Plan is 

also intended to be used in broader contexts and can and should be the basis for the countyôs 

efforts to attract partners in funding and acquiring conservation lands within the county. It is, in 

its essence, a map of the countyôs most essential resources as ranked by the county and a team 

of subject matter experts. That awareness of the countyôs natural resources and how the public 

values them provides a unique connection to its natural resources that few counties achieve. 

The Conservation Plan was created with the input of the County Commission, the county 

planning staff, a team of subject matter experts, and over 300 participating members of the 

public and was finalized in the summer of 2020. It should be readdressed at least every 10 

years, or as needed when it becomes obvious that the values of the county have changed, and 

as suggested by the CLAM Committee. 
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Nomination, Application, Approval and Purchase Process Chart 
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Nomination and Approval Process 

 
Conservation Land Acquisition and Management Committee 
The acquisition of conservation land requires skills and oversight not typical to the usual 

committee or staffing structures present in county government. Therefore, it is desirable to 

have a committee to deal with the unique requireme nts of a conservation lands program. 

Generally, the committee shall handle four tasks related to the countyôs conservation lands 

acquisition program: 

1. Ranking of Nominated Properties: County staff will apply the methodology and and 

associated calculators for ranking nominated properties set forth in the 

Conservation Plan. However, as the GIS data used is not always perfect, and 

because there may be factors influencing the decision on a property that were not 

part of the initial scope of the conservation plan , there may be reasons to adjust the 

ranking beyond those provided by the conservation plan. The job of the committee 

is to accept those rankings as provided by staff, and then hear from the public and 

subject matter experts if certain properties are under weighted or overweighted in 

the rankings and modify accordingly. They then recommend that list to the Board of 

County Commissioners. 

2. Recommendation of Potential Acquisitions: Once a list of properties has been 

approved, staff will pursue the acquisition of  those properties. Once property owners 

have been contacted and a purchase contract agreed to by the parties, it will then 

go to the CLAM Committee for review. The role of the committee is not to evaluate 

the real estate sufficiency of the contract, but ra ther to make the sure the 

agreement as designed meets the goals of the CLAM program. If the Committee is 

satisfied the acquisition meets the goals, they recommend the project to the  BoCC. 

3. Review of Management Plans: After a property is acquired, it must have a 

management plan so the county can budget for whatever costs may come with the 

management of the property, and so the public may understand how the property is 

to be used. The committee will review the staff prepared management plan and 

ensure that the use meets the goals of the CLAM program, and if so, recommend the 

management plan to the BoCC. If there is a management agreement for a property, 

the CLAM reviews and recommends that agreement to the BoCC. 

4. Reviewing the monitoring and enforcement of Conservation Easements: If the 

county decides to acquire conservation easements as part of the program, the 

County will need to monitor those conservation easements at least annually to 

ensure they are not being violated. The Committee will hear an annual report 

prepared by staff as to whether monitoring has been completed and the easements 

are in compliance. The committee may also be used as an expert committee for the 

Staff and BoCC on an as-needed basis, according to their  needs. 

It should be noted that the committee is an advisory body and has no final approval 

authority over any aspect of the CLAM program. Its role is simply to review the 

programmatic details of the CLAM Program and make recommendations to the Commission as a 
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committee of expert advisors. The commission maintains authority to make all final decisions on 

the execution of the CLAM program itself. 

Forming the CLAM Committee 

Nassau County staff shall put out a call for applications for the CLAM committee as seats 

become available. Candidates at a minimum should have skills, expertise or demonstrable 

experience that relate to the acquisition of conservation lands, either in:  

¶ natural resource management and biology 

¶ agriculture and forestry 

¶ community planning 

¶ environmental engineering or civil engineering where their work has been in stormwater 

or green infrastructure  projects 

¶ environmental regulations, land use law, or commercial real estate in so far that it has 

dealt in vacant, rural  lands 

The ideal candidates will have experience in at least two of the above categories, or ten years 

of experience in at least one. To the extent possible candidates should be selected to represent 

a diverse geography within the county as well, with a target of one nominee per commission 

district, though demographics within the county may make this requirement unfeasible. Staff is 

encouraged to reach out to members of the community who have the requisite skills and 

encourage them to apply. There shall be five seats available on the committee. After the 

applications have been received, staff will review the applicants and provide the list of 

applications to the commissioners, along with staffôs recommendation as to those most qualified 

to serve on the Committee. Committee members shall have four-year terms (except for the 

inaugural committee), with no limit on the number of terms. To create staggered terms, the 

first initial terms of office will be as follow s: 1) Three members shall serve four year terms; 2) 

Two members shall serve two year terms. Term renewals must be confirmed by the 

Commission. 

The CLAM Committee will nominate, from amongst its own group, a chairperson to head up the 

proceedings of the committee. The Committee may adopt rules and procedures for the conduct 

of its meetings, which meetings shall be open to the public and subject to the state open 

meetings and public records laws. The agenda for committee meetings will be developed by 

staff, in consultation with the chair. The committee may, but is not required to, nominate three 

additional members to join the committee in a strictly advisory, non -voting role. These three 

additional positions are not mandatory to be filled and should be reserve d for critical partners 

which may be fundamental to the execution of the CLAM program. Examples for these kinds of 

partners may be a regional conservation agency, such as the water management district, which 

is jointly participating in the acquisition of c onservation lands with the County, or the Florida 

Forest Service if they are a participating management partner with the County. In either 

example, the input of that partner may be critical to the committeeôs decision as to whether 

they should recommend the acquisition of a project. The CLAM should meet at a minimum six 

times per year or more frequently if requested by the Committee, the BoCC, or by staff in 

concert with the chair. Meetings may be waived if there are no items for an agenda, with the 

approval of the  chair. 
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Nominating Properties for the CLAM 
Nassau County staff may accept nominations for the acquisition of conservation lands on a 

rolling basis throughout the year. The County shall accept nominations of properties for 

potential acquisition by the County through the CLAM Program from any person or organization, 

including the County, nonprofit organizations, and local, regional, state, or federal governmental 

entities The committee will rank properties minimally once a year, with the potential for a 

second ranking meeting if the number of nominati ons or their significance warrants a second 

meeting, as determined by the staff in concert with the chair. However, all nominated 

properties which meet the minimum qualifications for the program must be ranked by the 

committee at least once annually. To the extent feasible, that annual ranking meeting should be 

held at a consistent time each year so as to facilitate nomination planning by the public, 

acquisition partners, and to create predictability for potential willing sellers and have its date 

confirmed four months in advance. 

While nomination of a property only requires tax parcel information and the contact information 

of the person nominating a property, the nomination form and the ranking are structured so as 

to encourage the nominators to think pro -actively about what makes a good purchase for the 

countyôs conservation lands. While a property may have quality natural resources on it, it may 

also contain resources that are a detriment or deterrent to the County acquiring the property.  

These factors are considered when ranking properties for acquisition; therefore, if a nominator 

wants to be successful in their nomination, they should consider the following:  

¶ Purchase Area Boundaries ï Nominators may choose to nominate the entirety of a 

tax parcel or multiple tax parcels for the program. However, properties are assessed as 

the average score for all the natural resources on the property, not the highest valued 

resources on the property. By way of example, while a one-hundred acre property may 

have twenty acres of critical resources on the property, if the other eighty acres are of a 

marginal natural resource value, then purchasing the entire property may not be of 

great value to the County. Similarly, there may be houses and structures on a property 

which are financially burdensome to the county to maintain or remove and which are 

not additive to the conservation value of the property. Nominators are encouraged to 

nominate properties util izing boundaries that take into account the optimal natural 

resource value and least liability for the County. 

¶ Landowner Participation ï While properties may be nominated without landowner 

participation, landowner participation is obviously required to acq uire a property, and 

landowner participation in the nomination will be considered for a propertyôs ranking. 

Therefore, nominators are encouraged to have landowners participate in the nomination 

process by having them sign the nomination form. 

¶ Bargain Sales  and Match Funding ï The county does not have adequate funding to 

acquire all the valued and necessary natural resources in the county; therefore, it must 

seek to extend and leverage available funding to the greatest extent possible. Properties 

that come with match funding, expressed as either a dollar or percentage of the total 

purchase price, will get higher considerations in the ranking. Similarly, if a landowner 

wants to achieve a higher rank, they can agree to donate a portion of their  propertyôs 
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value to the county, expressed as a percentage of the assessed value as determined by 

the Property Appraiser or as a total cash amount. 

¶ Legal and Physical Access ï Access is important from a property management 

standpoint and to provide recreational opportunities for the public. Therefore, for 

properties that donôt have a clear manner of access, or if a significant portion of the 

property has legal access, but lacks physical access because of some impassable barrier 

such as a river, stream or large wetland, with no legal means of access from the other 

side, it will affect the property negatively in the  rankings. 

¶ Significant Liabilities ï There is also the need to consider the potential for significant 

liabilities to be incurred by the county if  a property acquired contains environmental 

hazards such as historic toxic spills, significant numbers of, or significantly sized 

structures, or other things that would expose the County to risk. Properties with these 

liabilities will receive negative scores in the rankings. 

¶ Conservation Easements ï Conservation Easements are a great tool for the county to 

maximize value in preserving natural resources.. It is also a great tool to preserve 

natural resources on Properties that are otherwise not for sale. Conservation easements 

average about 40-60% of the total acquisition cost of a property, and therefore 

propertyôs proposed as conservation easements may achieve a better ranking for that 

value. However, they often contain a lesser degree of public access and may receive a 

negative ranking because of it. Nominators should be aware that Properties, for which a 

conservation easement proposed, need to represent a very good value for the benefits 

of the cost savings to outweigh the lack of public  access. 

Staff shall publicly make available the CLAM Resource Scores, which are the basis for ranking 

properties. Ideally, that information will be provided as an interactive map, either on the 

countyôs planning page, or as a layer on the county property appraiserôs interactive web map, 

and should be applied at a level of resolution adequate for the public to compare resource 

scores on a property by property basis. The CLAM Resource Rankings are the basis for the 

property rankings, so the publishing of this tool is  necessary for the public to understand how 

well properties they nominate will potentially rank within the program, and to make decisions as 

to whether to propose a different property boundary other than the tax parcel boundary, so as 

to focus on the highest value resources. 

Members of the public must nominate properties for acquisition, using the CLAM Nomination 

form, which is attached to the Manual. All nominations shall be provided to the staff at least 

two months in advance of the annual ranking meeting  so that staff has time to rank the 

properties. Applications admitted after the two month cut -off may be accepted but may not be 

included in that yearôs ranking. 
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Ranking Properties for the CLAM 
Once all the nominations have been received, staff shall aggregate those nominations and 

provisionally rank them. Staff will use the CLAM Resource Rankings and the Ranking Calculators 

to come up with the individually nominated propertyôs scores for ranking. Staff will do so by 

taking the CLAM Resource Ranking, and averaging them across the property, to come up with 

an average resource score for the property. They will then take that resource score and apply 

the ranking calculator to the property, and using aerial inspection, ensure it has no obvious or 

visible liabilities, access issues, or other scoring considerations, as well as use the property tax 

assessed value to determine the propertyôs relative value as compared to its resource 

significance. The final provisional score will be created from that analysis, and a ranked list of 

properties will be created from repeating this analysis on all relevant properties. The properties 

with the lowest scores shall be the highest-ranking priorities for acquisition.  

Staff will then group the properties in the foll owing groupings for consideration of the 

Committee. 

1. Priority Group : The priority group represents the fifteen highest ranking nominated 

properties. Upon approval, these properties are the ones that staff are directed to 

actively pursue for acquisition. Within the priority group, there is no prioritization for 

staff to necessarily pursue the number #1 ranked property prior to the #2 ranked 

property. This is to ensure that staff has adequate flexibility in the negotiation of 

conservation lands, and not be ñheld hostageò by the number #1 ranked property in 

negotiations. 

2. Eligible Group : The Eligible Group represents the next ten highest scoring nominated 

properties. For these properties there is no active directive to staff to negotiate for 

purchase, however, as Priority Group properties are acquired, properties on the Eligible 

Group may move on to the Priority Group, and then become eligible for  purchase. 

3. The Non -Eligible Group : These are all properties which did not rank highly enough to 

qualify for the Priorit y Group or the Eligible Group and are not candidates for acquisition 

at this time. 

Staff must prepare the rankings of the properties for committee. The ranked list will provide the 

name of the property, the acreage, whether it was proposed as a purchase or  a conservation 

easement, its provisionally ranked score, and an empty slot for committee members to propose 

re-ranking after hearing from staff and the public. Staff shall also prepare packets for all the 

Properties on the Priority Group and Eligible Group lists. At a minimum, the packets shall 

include: 

1. The complete nomination form as provided to the  County. 

2. The full and complete ranking form as administered by  staff. 

3. An aerial map showing the boundaries of the property. 

4. A map showing the CLAM Resource Scores of the property. 

5. Other information as requested by the Committee, so long as that information is evenly 

gathered across all nominated properties. 

Once this information is provided to the committee for review, their job is to assess the 

rankings and ensure the properties align with the core goals of the CLAM, and hear from staff  
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and the public whether there are outside considerations that may not have been included in the 

CLAM Resource Scores or the Ranking Process. The program uses the CLAM Resource Scores, 

as Nassau County staff does not have the capacity or the expertise to individually survey every 

applicantôs property and quantitatively compare them to the other nominated properties. 

However, the Geographic Information Systems (GIS) data is not perfect, as it is not possible to 

simultaneously document, nor maintain up to date records of all the natural resource changes 

year to year in an area the size of the county. Thus, while the GIS data represents the best 

available information to document the countyôs natural resources, there will be flaws. Staff, 

nominators, and the public will have the opportunity at this meeting to advocate for individual 

properties and explain why it may deserve a higher or lower ranking.  

At the inaugural ranking committee meeting, after the initial opening, staff will present the 

provisional rankings to the committee, as well as review the mapped boundaries of the 

nominated properties. A brief review will be conducted that explains property ranking in  terms 

of high or low scores in the four categories of 1) water issues, 2) habitat and species, 3) 

working lands and outdoor recreation and quality of life, 4) cost of acquisition, or other 

considerations within the ranking calculator. After staff has pres ented the top 25 properties, 

there will be an opportunity for staff, nominators, and the public to speak about each property. 

Nominators are STRONGLY encouraged to speak for their projects. 

Committee members will submit their individual rankings to staff, including any properties that 

are proposed to be moved from one group to another. Staff will aggregate the rankings and 

present them to the committee for votes. After any amendments have bee n made, the 

committee will then vote to recommend the final list to the BoCC.  

The inaugural committee meeting will be quite long, as committee members work to populate 

the list. However, unacquired properties on the lists that are not proposed for acquisit ion will 

remain on the list from year to year until they are acquired or removed, and subsequent 

ranking meetings will be less time-consuming. 

Removal of Properties from the Priority and Eligible Groups 
At any time, any property owner may request their pro perty be removed from the Priority or 

Eligible groups. They may do so by submitting their request in a written communication to staff. 

If staff in good faith attempts to negotiate the purchase of a property and is unable to come to 

an agreement with the pr operty owner, that property may also be struck from the list. In either 

situation, the property owner or nominator will have to wait one year, or forgo one application 

cycle for ranking, before they nominate the property again. If a property is removed fro m the 

list for an unsuccessful negotiation, staff may use any facts discovered during the negotiations 

process for that property when applying the calculations to the property for the provisional 

rankings going forward. 
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Acquisition of Conservation Lands 
Upon approval of the priority group list by the BoCC, Staff shall be empowered to negotiate the 

acquisition of the properties. The negotiations have the potential to be highly complex and 

customized to the property and property owner. There may  also be matching funding partners 

who will be a party to the negotiations. For those reasons, there is no one correct way to 

conduct the negotiations. However, due to Florida statutory requirements, commitments to 

transparency and good faith negotiations, and rules for good negotiations, the following is 

required: 

Due Diligence ï In the process of acquiring properties, staff must obtain the following:  

¶ Title Insurance ï For any property for which it is proposed the County will 

acquire a real property interest, staff shall obtain a title commitment prior to 

contract and title insurance while under contract from an appropriately certified 

title agency. Staff shall review the commitment requirements to ensure that the 

county and/or the property owner can provid e all documentation required within 

that section. They will also review the exemptions to ensure first that no 

exemption within the title commitment threatens the countyôs unencumbered 

ownership of the property in the future. Staff must also review the exe mptions to 

ensure that no encumbrances, or rights titled to third parties, if used, would 

significantly harm the natural resources on the property or the publicôs ability to 

enjoy the property, if not a conservation easement. A copy of the title 

commitment must be furnished to the appraiser prior to completion of the 

appraisal. 

¶ Conservation Easements ï if the County is seeking to acquire a conservation 

easement, the conservation easement must be negotiated prior to the appraisal, 

as the appraiser must have a copy of the conservation easement to appraise it. 

In the crafting of conservation easements, they must be structured so as to 

provide benefits in terms of the primary goals of the CLAM. For instance, 

conservation easements may provide accommodations for water resources 

protection or species and habitat protection in excess of regulatory requirements 

and agricultural best management practices. 

¶ Appraisal ï Prior to the County entering into  a contract for purchase of property, 

in accordance with Section 125.355, Florida Statutes, Staff must obtain at least 

one and possibly two Uniform Standards of Professional Appraising Practices 

(USPAP) certified appraisals of the property, free of any hypothetical conditions. 

Hypothetical conditions is a technical term, which is defined under USPAP as, 

ña condition , directly related to a specific assignment, which is contrary to what 

is known by the appraiser to exist on the effective date of the assignmen t 

results, but is used for the purpose of analysiséò The appraisal standard of a 

USPAP is a minimum standard, and if the county is acquiring in partnership with 

or using the funds of a state or federal agency they will likely have to do either 

the federal governmentôs Uniform Appraisal Standards for Federal Land 

Acquisitions, or the Stateôs supplementary appraisal standards. The County 
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should also prioritize the use of appraisers who have a record of doing market 

assessments in Nassau County and of propertyôs like the one being appraised. 

o For properties with value in excess of $500,000 two appraisals are 

required, in accordance with Section 125.355, Florida Statutes. This 

statute states ñé the governing body shall obtain at least one appraisal 

by an appraiser approved pursuant to s. 253.025 for each purchase in an 

amount of not more than $500,000. For each purchase in an amount in 

excess of $500,000, the governing body shall obtain at least two 

appraisals by appraisers approved pursuant to s. 253.025. If the agreed 

purchase price exceeds the average appraised price of the two appraisals, 

the governing body is required to approve the purchase by an 

extraordinary vote (greater than a simple majority). The governing b ody 

may, by ordinary vote, exempt a purchase in an amount of $100,000 or 

less from the requirement for an  appraisal.ò 

¶ Phase 1 Environmental Due Diligence ï a ñPhase 1ò is a study of a property by a 

qualified environmental professional wherein they review permits, historic title 

and land use and users, along with site inspection to determine if there is a 

likelihood of environmentally hazardous conditions such as toxic chemicals, 

historic spills and more. The significance of a Phase 1 is that a buyer receives 

some legal protection against the liability of having to clean up unknown 

environmental contaminants on the property. Based on circumstances, Staff 

must do a Phase 1 prior to or during the contract period. If there is a reason to 

believe that contamination may exist, Staff may decide to do a Phase 1 before 

expending funds on other forms of due diligence, before the contract period. In 

most cases, it may be more sensible and financially prudent to wait until the 

property is under contract and execute the Phase 1 under a contingency that the 

County can cancel the contract if hazardous materials are found. In some cases, 

the Phase 1 contractor may find reasonable evidence hazardous materials may 

exist on the property and suggest soil and/or water sampling to confirm. It will 

be up to Staff to determine whether the continued exploration of the issue will 

justify continuing with the  project. 

¶ Surveys ï there are a number of different reasons the County may wish to 

perform a boundary survey: if it is a requirement  to achieve a full title insurance 

policy; to better understand where the property boundaries are; to legally 

subdivide a tract which has not been subdivided; to correct issues of trespass; to 

precisely locate structures or certain resources, etc. However, based on the 

property and circumstances, surveys can be prohibitively expensive. Surveys are 

typically conducted during the contract period. Therefore, staff should, if they 

deem a survey too expensive, request a survey waiver from the committee and 

commissioners when requesting approval of a contract for purchase. Otherwise, 

full or partial boundary surveys shall be conducted during the contract  period. 

¶ Baseline Documentation Reports ï Baseline Documentation Reports (BDRs) are 

technical support documents for conservation easements needed to enforce the 

conservation easement. BDRs document the natural resources the County is 

seeking to protect, as well as the general baseline condition of the property  at 
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the time the conservation easement is executed. This is necessary information if 

a conservation easement is violated so as to prove the violation and require 

remediation to an expected condition. For conservation easement purchases, the 

creation of a BDR is mandated during the purchase contract period. 

Good Recordkeeping 
¶ Nassau County staff shall keep permanent records of all due diligence, contract, 

and deed documents associated with the purchase of the property, as well as a 

record of communications on each property acquired. If outside grant funding or 

donations are used in the acquisition, the grant contract or gift restrictions shall 

also be maintained. This is to facilitate transparency and ensure that future land 

managers know what legal restrictions may have been applied to the land, and 

to assist in the legal defense if property ownership rights are  challenged. 

Confidentiality and Written Offers 
¶ In accordance with Section 125.355, Florida Statutes: 

In any case in which a county, pursuant to the provisions of this section, 
seeks to acquire by purchase any real property for a public purpose, 
every appraisal, offer, or counteroffer must be in writing. Such appraisals, 
offers, and counteroffers shall not be available for public disclosure or 
inspection and are exempt from the provisions of s. 119.07(1) until an 
option contract is executed or, if no option contract is executed, until 30 
days before a contract or agreement for purchase is considered for 
approval by the board of county commissioners. If a contract or 
agreement for purchase is not submitted to the board of county 
commissioners for approval, the exemption from s. 119.07(1) will expire 
30 days after the termination of negotiations. The county shall maintain 
complete and accurate records of every such appraisal, offer, and 
counteroffer. For the purposes of this section, the term ñoption contractò 
means a proposed agreement by the county to purchase a piece of 
property, subject to the approval of the local governing  body at a public 
meeting after 30 daysô public notice. The county will not be under any 
obligation to exercise the option unless the option contract is approved by 
the governing body at the public hearing specified in this  section. 

 
Next, an acquisition agreement containing an offer and other relevant terms will be prepared 

and agreed to between the property owner and county manager. The timelines and closing 

requirements of any funding partners, if any, must be considered in drafting of the a cquisition 

agreement. Once a contract is finalized, the contract must be presented to the Commission with 

the following:  

¶ the acquisition or option contract;  and 

¶ a conceptual use plan. The conceptual use plan need not be more than a one or 

two page document that gives a concise summary of the resources to be 

protected on the property, how the proposed acquisition of the property serves 

to protect those resources, and a short list of th e potential recreational 
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opportunities on the property, and if they could potentially conflict with the 

resource protection, what steps will be necessary to ensure compatible use. 

¶ An aerial map displaying the boundaries of the property. 

Staff shall present the property report to the Commission and include in that presentation any 

relevant points of concern found in the due diligence process related to the protection of the 

natural resources. After due public notice, the Commission will then take public comment on the 

acquisition and after discussion, recommend or not recommend acquisition of the property to 

the BoCC. 

If the BoCC approves the acquisition of the property, staff will complete the acquisition process, 

subject to the satisfactory completion of all due diligence requirements.  
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Management Process Chart 
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Management Plans 
The development and implementation of Management Plans for lands acquired through the 

CLAM program is a critical component of the conservation process. Management Plans are long- 

term plans related to the administration and management of conservation property, for both 

ensuring consistency in management as well as reassuring the public that the property will be 

managed in a responsible manner. They provide a foundation for determining a property 

management budget and detail financial needs the County will have in improving and managing 

the property. They are also a requirement of most match funding sources.  

Staff shall produce a management plan within one year of acquisition of conservation land, 

unless that land has been added to existing conservation lands, in which case they must amend 

the existing management plan for inclusion of the newly acquired property. All ma nagement 

plans shall be prepared by a duly qualified forester, natural resource professional, and/or 

landscape architect. At a minimum, management plans shall include the following. 

¶ A narrative description of the natural and cultural resources on the prope rty in general, 

as well as how those natural resources interact with the environments within Nassau 

County generally. 

¶ A narrative description of the recreational activities planned for the property, how such 

activities will impact natural or cultural resou rces, and if there is the potential for 

resource impacts, how the county plans to mitigate such  impacts. 

¶ An aerial map of the property  boundaries. 

¶ A stand map, delineating the habitat and timber stands on the  property. 

¶ A description of how each of the stands will be effectively managed to maximize 

resource potential. 

¶ A recreational resources map, indicating the location or planned location of all existing 

and planned recreational resources. 

¶ A 10-year projected budget for the costs of management and recr eational resource 

development on the property. It is important to note the Management Plan budget is 

not an obligatory budget for the County but is intended to help to develop the overall 

County budget. 

¶ A location map showing the general location of the pr operty within the  County. 

¶ An optimum boundaries map, indicating if acquisition of adjacent properties is critical for 

the management of natural, cultural, and recreational resources on the property, and 

how. 

¶ A hydrological map, showing the location of all surface waters and wetlands on the 

property. 

¶ An existing structures map, documenting the location of existing improvements at 

acquisition, including buildings, roads and other improvements, and photo 

documentation of those improvements if necessary, to convey their condition and 

therefor help to estimate improvement costs within the  budget. 

¶ Any other photos, maps, or narratives necessary to accurately determine resources to 

be managed. 
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Depending on the complexity of the plan and the level of public interest in the property, a 

public workshop may be held prior to the implementation of a management plan. Once staff has 

prepared the management plan, it shall be presented to the committee fo r approval. The 

committee will hear public comment on the plan, and then vote to either recommend or not 

recommend to the commission, or suggest amendments to the management plan. If 

recommended by the committee, it will then be sent to the commission for  approval. 

Management plans should be for ten years but can be amended on an as-needed basis as 

conditions change. 

Management Partnerships 

In some cases, state agencies such as the Florida Forest Service Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission or non-profit entities such as land trusts may partner with the County 

in the management of acquired conservation lands, either in full or in part. However, if there is 

not a well-structured agreement detailing management terms, the management p artnership can 

entail significant liabilities to both parties. In such cases, the county should create a 

management agreement with that partnering management entity. The management agreement 

shall contain, at a minimum, the following provisions.  

¶ A scope detailing the full responsibilities of the parties for each of the management 

activities as detailed in the management plan. If the management partner intends to 

create their own management plan, the management agreement shall provide that the 

management partner shall be required to provide their management plan for review by 

the committee and approval of the BoCC within a year of the execution of the 

management agreement, prior to the commencement of management  activities. 

¶ A list of the partnerôs management objectives. 

¶ An explanation of how the partnerôs management objectives meet the primary goals of 

the CLAM. 

¶ Provisions for revenue sharing from potentially profitable management activities, such as 

timber harvesting, access fees, or leasing to appropriate commissaries. 

¶ Provisions dealing with the acceptable use of subcontractors for management activities. 

¶ Qualifications and experience of the managers. 

¶ Insurance and indemnity requirements for both  parties. 

¶ A lease or contract agreement between the parties giving legal force to the management 

agreement. 

The management agreement shall be provided to the committee for review and a presentation 

of the terms made by the staff. Public comment will be accepted, the committee will discuss the 

agreement, then choose as to whether to recommend it to the Commission. 
 

Conservation Easement Monitoring and Violation Resolution 
If the County acquires conservation easements, it must ensure that property owners abide by 

the easement terms and conditions. Therefore, the county shall monitor all conservation 

easements by conducting in-person staff visits at least annually. These visits are not only 

essential to enforcing the conservation easements but provide an opportunity for the County to 

reconnect with property owners and review any existing or potential issues or challenges 

related to the property and the terms of the conservation easement reducing the likelihood of  
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violations in the future. If a staff person discovers a violation of a cons ervation easement, they 

shall take the following steps. 

¶ Fully document the violation with photographs and GPS waypoints. 

¶ Prepare a report for the review of their immediate supervisor, the county manager, and 

the county attorney, providing evidence and a na rrative explanation for why they believe 

the conservation easement has been violated. 

¶ If it is determined that a violation has occurred, Staff must classify the violation into one 

of two following  categories. 

o Minor violations: minor violations are those th at have not caused significant or 
lasting harm to the resources on the property or the goals of the  CLAM. 

o Major violations: major violations are those that have caused significant or 

lasting harm to the resources on the property or the goals of the CLAM, or a 

minor violation for which the property owner disagrees that a violation has 

occurred and/or will not agree to a remedial action  plan. 

If Staff agrees that a minor violation has occurred, the county attorney will prepare a certified 

letter for th e property owner, detailing why the County believes a violation has occurred, and 

provide signature blocks under which the property owner indicates their agreement or 

disagreement that a violation has occurred and their willingness to participate in a reme dial 

action plan. After receipt, the landowner shall have a maximum of thirty days to respond to the 

letter, though they are encouraged to communicate with Staff as to why a violation is believed 

to have occurred and what a remedial action plan may entail.  If the property owner agrees to 

participate in the remedial action plan, Staff will prepare a plan for how the property owner can 

correct the violation and timelines under which to do so. One or more follow -up inspections will 

be conducted after the remedial action plan has been executed to ensure compliance. 

If a violation is classified as a major violation, or a minor violation where the landowner is 

unwilling to participate in the correction of the minor violation, then the county attorney and 

manager shall devise a legal strategy for how to best enforce compliance with the conservation 

easement and correction of the harm done to the resource and the CLAM program. Staff will 

then present the strategy to the Commission for approval.  

Due to the sensitive and potentially litigious manner of conservation easement violations, it is 

not recommended that these violations be put in front of a public committee of volunteers, such 

as the CLAM committee. However, the committee may be asked to give advice on remedial 

action plans, as an expert committee, according to the needs of staff and the Commission.  
 

Transparency and Reporting 
To ensure public confidence in the CLAM program and to allow the public, staff, and the BoCC 

to regularly assess the success of the CLAM, it is important that regular reporting occur.  

Therefore, it is recommended that the County post and provide the following information and 

reports in easily accessible and appropriate places on the county website. 

¶ An interactive web map of the CLAM Resource Rankings map. 

¶ An annual report detailing the purchases made under the program in the previous year. 

This report should include the names of properties, acreages, county funds spent, 
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matching funds spent, how the property meets the goals of the CLAM, the location of 

the property, and remaining funds in the program. It should also include a summary of 

the total past successes of the program. 

¶ An interactive web map of all the properties acquired under the program,  recreational 

opportunities available and where they may be accessed by the public. 

¶ A copy of this manual, the county conservation plan, and the enabling legislation 

controlling it.  

¶ Copies of the nomination and ranking forms. 

¶ A copy of the priority group, and eligible group lists, and a static map of their  locations. 

¶ A schedule of CLAM Meetings for the upcoming year. 
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Appendix A: Nassau County Conservation Plan 
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What is a Strategic Conservation Plan? 
A strategic conservation plan is any sort of document, tool or map that helps an entity identify, 

prioritize, and pursue natural and cultural resources for conservation. In this case, Nassau 

County needs a tool for use by Nassau County staff and the public to identify which lands 

should be acquired for a conservation purpose. Nassau County currently has a low percentage 

of overall conservation lands, with only 7% of the county in conservation, far less than needed 

to ensure a healthy environment for the future and less than the average for most counties in 

Florida. The County is also fiscally constrained, so hiring staff to identify and vet properties is 

unlikely at this point. Therefore, a system of professionally vetted resource inventories can be 

used to identify areas of significant resource concern had to be developed. In addition, the 

County needs a tool to allow it to weigh and consider each resource concern at the magnitude 

that the resource impacted the County. Finally, the County wanted a plan that was transparent 

in its creation and which allowed for public input.  

To serve these needs, a GIS (Geographic Information Systems)-based plan was formulated. GIS 

refers to a software program that allows the user to create, analyze, and manipulate geographic 

information, known as data layers. These data layers are, in and of themselves, maps of 

different resources, which can be displayed as they overlap and interact, and where different 

statistical and analytical processes can be applied to data layers to better understand a 

landscape filled with multiple interacting resources. In consultation with Staff, 19 different data 

layers were selected for consideration, representing a number of different potential 

conservation resource concerns. All the data layers were produced by, or derived from, data 

layers that were produced by major universities and state and federal conservation  agencies. 

The different data layers all relate to one of the four most common considerations for acquiring 

conservation land and fall into the following categories: Water Issues, Habitat and Species 

Protection, Working Lands, and Outdoor Recreation and Quality of Life. 

Though GIS-based processes are rare in county conservation programs, they are common tools 

used by a variety of state and federal programs when ranking lands for acquisition. The process 

is similar to how the State of Florida determines which properties to acquire under Florida  

Forever, though the data layers and input process differ somewhat. GIS-based decision making 

tools are best implemented over county-sized and larger geographies where resources are 

limited in discovering and assessing lands for conservation. 

 
The specific data layers are all presented in map form in the attached Mapbook.  

Finally, to ensure transparency and fair input, a three -level input process was developed, 

starting with the county commission, then subject matter experts, then input from the public. 

These three levels of input were decided upon because any long-term and successful publicly 

run conservation program has three elements. They are described as follows. 

¶ Politically Practical ï political practicality in this case is an acknowledgement that the 

program must follow the rules of good governance generally, applicable state and 
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federal law, and be workable within the constraints of the local political environment. 

This can refer to restrictions created by an outside and higher authority, such as the 

State of Florida or federal government, regarding the administration of such a  program. 

It can also refer to more practical considerations and community ethics, such as fiscal 

responsibility or transparency. Finally, elected officials will be responsible for making 

decisions about the outcomes of any conservation program, and therefore the program 

must be responsible to those officials and meet expectations for excellence in 

programming to be defensible to the community at large.  

¶ Scientifically Valid ï ultimately, any conservation program executed will be for the 

purpose of ensuring a healthy natural and human community. Therefore, each of the 

resources targeted for the program must be vetted by experts to ensure the program 

adequately serves the community. 

¶ Publicly Supported ï Finally, the program must be supported by the public at large to be 

successful. Therefore, the plan must reflect the publicôs interests in conservation 

generally, so long as those interests are scientifically valid and politically achievable. 

Given their importance to the success of the CLAM program, the following sections expound 

upon each of the three aforementioned benchmarks. 

How to use this Plan 

The Nassau County Conservation Plan is first and foremost to be used in support of the 

Conservation Lands Acquisition and Management (CLAM) program, as described in the Nassau 

County Conservation Lands Acquisition and Management Manual. The final output of this plan is 

the CLAM Resource Rankings, which condenses all of the data layers considered into a singular 

map, showing the priority of those concentrated resources as prioritized by the public, subject 

matter experts and the county commission. The CLAM Resource Rankings are the tool the 

county will use to assess properties for potential acquisition as conservation properties. 

However, this plan should be used for more than simply ranking properties. The County has 

already indicated an interest in working with other conservation partners to assist in funding 

conservation acquisitions and in the implementation of other conservation programs. In 

developing these relationships, the conservation plan provides a clear vision of Nassau Countyôs 

priorities and conservation values. 

Finally, it may be that in the development of other conservation programs or community 

planning documents and initiatives, this plan and the CLAM Resource Rankings will be helpful in 

informing the County where areas of sensitive resource concern exist. 

Politically Practical 
The success of any county-run conservation program rests on its abil ity to be acceptable and 

executable in an evolving political environment over time. This is not to say that the goals of 

the program should be driven by political necessity, but that politics often creates ñguardrailsò 

which define the range of political p racticality. Ultimately, decisions to execute on different 

elements of the conservation program are up to elected commissioners, who are answerable to 

a diversity of interests across the county. The Nassau County Commission was interviewed to 

determine what commissioner expectations are for the program going forward.  

Overall, commissioners were open-minded to considering a wide variety of properties and 
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conservation goals, and the broader focus of the majority of the commissioners was more on 

the execution and values they felt should be fundamental to the program. Those values are  

detailed in the attached commissioner interviews and inclusive to the public feedback, 

included in the goals of the CLAM. 

Generally, the commissioners expected the following outcomes. 

¶ A professional, transparent process, where quality conservation resources could be 

acquired at costs that represented value for money. 

¶ The program should not be driven by anti -growth considerations, which was not a denial 

of the potential threat of development to resources, but an affirmation that properties 

still consist of a high-quality resources. 

¶ Recreational opportunities should be availableðsince the public was paying for the land 

acquired, they also should have the opportunity to enjoy  it. 

¶ The program will protect the countyôs water quality and assist with issues of flooding 

and storm surge. 

¶ The program will create safe havens for wildlife and wildlife corridors for their  safe 

movement across the County. 

¶ In rural parts of the County, the program can be used to maintain the outdoor 

recreational aspect of a rural lifestyle and the scenic nature of rural  areas. 

¶ The program should be constructed in a way that attracts funding  partnerships. 

¶ If working lands were being preserved, those working lands must make 

accommodations for the preservation of natural resources on their  land. 

These values were incorporated into the goals and the structure of the Conservation Lands 

Acquisition Management Program. Commissioners were also asked to rank, in a 

High/Medium/Low significance format, the data layers for the conservation plan. Commissioner 

rankings were used to determine if any of the data layers were unacceptable for incorporation 

into the Conservation Plan and to track whether Commissioner perspectives matched subject 

matter expert and the publicôs input into the program. Ultimately, only one data layer was 

rejected by a majority of the Commission, a ñrestorable landsò layer, which would prioritize 

degraded natural resources that could be restored, prioritized by the ease of restoration.  

Ultimately, it was rejected because that restoration is expensive and currently outside of the 

skills the county currently possesses, and at this early point in the program, there is a wide 

availability of resource areas not in need of restoration.  

The following matrix documents Commissioner input on those data layers:  
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