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In this 2008 file photo, sugar cane is harvested from the
field by a mechanical harvester and put into carts to be
taken to waiting train cars. Gov. Charlie Crist announced
the state will buy land owned by U.S. Sugar Corp. to help
restore the Florida Everglades.
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Even after downsizing, Crist's plan to save Everglades by
buying sugar land is under siege
BY CURTIS MORGAN
cmorgan@MiamiHerald.com

It started out so big, so bold and with so much
promise for healing the River of Grass that
environmentalists proclaimed it the holy grail of
Everglades restoration.

But 20 months after Gov. Charlie Crist unveiled his
$1.75 billion bid to buy out the U.S. Sugar Corp.,
the grail is at serious risk of slipping away -- rather,
what's left of it.

Crist remains confident his landmark land buy will
survive. ``It's a done deal,'' he told The Miami
Herald. ``It's got to be done.''

Others, even supporters like Drew Martin,
Everglades chairman for the Sierra Club, are less
certain. ``There is no question it's hanging by a
thread,'' he said.

With revenues evaporating like Lake Okeechobee on a summer day, South Florida Water
Management District leaders are balking at bankrolling even the whittled-down first phase
approved nine months ago: $536 million for 72,800 acres of citrus groves and sugar fields, with
options on 107,500 more.

Water District Chairman Eric Buermann expects the governing board to crunch the numbers
again when it meets this week. Buermann, a Miami lawyer appointed by Crist, has championed
``the governor's vision,'' but acknowledged he now questions if the agency can still afford it.

Property values in the 16 counties that pay the district's bills have dropped an estimated 16
percent since 2008. In a February letter made public Friday, the district's outside financial advisor
warned that mounting deficits -- projected to hit $110 million by 2012 -- could force ``very difficult
decisions.'' A financial ``out'' clause in the contract gives the board an option to walk away.

``It's not a rosy picture, and I'm not going to try to portray it as one,'' Buermann said.

The chunk of Big Sugar offers the promise of fixing -- someday, at uncertain but staggering cost -
- what many experts see as a gaping hole in plans to replumb the Everglades: Not enough land to
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- what many experts see as a gaping hole in plans to replumb the Everglades: Not enough land to
catch and clean water.

But a deal that Crist had hoped would ensure his environmental legacy has morphed into a 900-
pound political gorilla toting a ton of questions, along with $45 million in budget-straining annual
debt for the district.

The reeling economy has forced two down-sizings. An ambitious five-month fast track to get it
done has slowed to a crawl. Plans to bankroll the deal with bonds have been pinched by state
lawmakers and a Palm Beach County judge, and face more scrutiny from the Florida Supreme
Court in April.

Two powerful foes -- rival grower Florida Crystals and the Miccosukee Tribe -- have led a legal
and lobbying assault. They paint the deal as a sweetheart bailout for a major Crist campaign
donor that would stick the state with land it can't afford to build anything on for decades.

``It's not driven by science. It's not driven by need,'' said Gaston Cantens, a Florida Crystals vice
president. ``It was driven by one person's political ambition and one company's necessities.''

But environmentalists doubt U.S. Sugar's chief competitor has interest in protecting anything but
its bottom line.

``It's ridiculous,'' said Kirk Fordham, chief executive officer of the Everglades Foundation. ``If we
thought the purchase would paralyze every restoration project, we wouldn't support it.''

During a phone interview last week from a car crossing Alligator Alley, Crist bristled at critics'
allegations.

``I understand Florida Crystals plays hardball, but I really don't give a damn,'' he said. ``What's
important is doing what's right. What is right is preserving this magnificent place.''

A lot has soured since since the sunny day in June 2008 when Crist laid out his ``monumental''
plan: Buy out Florida's largest sugar grower and use its 300-square-mile empire to restore the
``missing link'' between Lake Okeechobee and the Everglades, long ago severed by farms.

U.S. Sugar would pocket $1.75 billion and profits from at least six years of continued farming. The
state would get a real chance to salvage what's left of the Everglades.

The deal offers what the $12 billion state-federal restoration approved a decade ago did not:
enough land to store and clean water south of Lake Okeechobee, which once spilled over freely
to drive the flow of the River of Grass.

To protect the fragile Glades from pollution flowing off farms, ranches and yards, water managers
are forced to flush Lake O's dirty excess where it isn't needed -- down the Caloosahatchee and
St. Lucie rivers, triggering fish-killing algae blooms in delicate estuaries and anger in waterfront
homes.

Because Big Sugar was off-limits, engineers originally planned around it, concocting an uncertain
$1 billion scheme to hold water in hundreds of wells deep underground. But a decade of study
since, honed with computer and climate models, showed the Glades need more water and places
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since, honed with computer and climate models, showed the Glades need more water and places
to store and scrub it.

``From a scientific perspective, we know that answer was staring us right in the face,'' said Water
District Deputy Executive Director Tommy Strowd. ``In the natural system, water doesn't go to the
estuaries. That water had to go south.''

Crist's ``missing link'' rhetoric, summoning visions of marsh and hammock, oversold reality. Most
scientists consider sugar lands -- saturated with fertilizers and sunken from erosion -- too far gone
to revive.

The real plan is less picturesque but, water managers say, critical: dammed reservoirs, pollution
treatment marshes and diesel pumps.

Crist dropped his bombshell offer in November 2007 to two high-powered U.S. Sugar lobbyists,
Brian Ballard and J.M. `Mac' Stipanovich.

They had wanted to gripe about a milestone defeat at the hands of Crist's appointees to the water
board, who halted the practice of ``back-pumping'' polluted farm canals to replenish Lake
Okeechobee. They emerged, after eight months of hush-hush talks, with what would rank as the
biggest conservation land buy in state history.

Politically, it seemed to shape up as a done deal.

The governor, with politicos touting him as running mate material for presidential candidate John
McCain, stood at the peak of his popularity and clout. The Water District had the power to finance
the deal without approval from a potentially meddlesome Legislature. Its board was controlled by
Crist picks, other than one hold-over from Gov. Jeb Bush.

It was all so dazzling it was easy to be distracted from critical details.

That month, Florida ascended to No. 2 nationally for rotten mortgages, on the way to a housing
market meltdown. Five months later, citing the economy, Crist downsized to a $1.34 billion land-
only deal. Four months after that, that proposal was split into two cheaper chunks.

``In hindsight, the attempt to purchase every nut and bolt, every rail car, was probably too
ambitious,'' Fordham said. ``Now, it's something we can digest.''

But the deal hasn't been just victim of the burst real estate bubble. The governor's office rolled it
out without cluing in, let alone cutting in, important Glades players.

``This was a deal cut behind closed doors, then shoved down everybody's throats,'' said Barbara
Miedema, vice president of the Belle Glade-based Sugar Cane Growers Cooperative.

Questions soon drowned hoopla. Florida Crystals, controlled by the influential Fanjul family, and
the Miccosukee Tribe have hammered away, winning delays and constraints.

Their lawsuit persuaded a Palm Beach judge to slash district borrowing plans by two-thirds -- a
major blow to the bigger Phase Two land buy environmentalists consider critical. Crystals
lobbyists worked the Legislature, coming away with a debt cap that will crimp future bond deals.
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lobbyists worked the Legislature, coming away with a debt cap that will crimp future bond deals.
The Supreme Court rebuffed Water District requests to expedite an appeal, setting its hearing for
April 7 -- a week after a contract deadline expires, opening the door for a board vote this week on
whether to extend the deal.

Tribe attorney Dexter Lehtinen see big problems in the smaller deal: half a billion dollars spent on
land that will require multibillion-dollar projects the state can't afford. Shredding of a restoration
blueprint that took years to craft. Millions diverted from projects that promised faster relief.

The way Lehtinen reads the terms and the economy, U.S. Sugar can keep farming for decades
while pollution pushes deep into tribal lands.

``The only thing this guarantees is delay,'' he said.

Florida Crystals' Cantens called it ``a deal done backwards. Instead of identifying what you need,
we're just going to buy this land.''

Most of U.S. Sugar's broadly scattered parcels are miles from marshes they're intended to help.
District engineers say they can do the job with those tracts alone, but not as cheaply or simply.
Still, most concepts that water managers have sketched so far -- with eye-popping price tags
estimated at $3 billion to $30 billion -- target more land owned by its chief rival.

Cantens said early talks of swapping land or buying U.S. Sugar's assets went nowhere. He and
other growers believe U.S. Sugar is fighting to hang on to a deal designed to boost its flagging
fortunes, letting it unload money-losing citrus groves and pay down hundreds of millions it
borrowed for a state-of-the-art mill.

Robert Coker, a U.S Sugar vice president, said the company is sound and has been flexible to
help preserve ``the governor's bold vision for the Everglades.'' He sees only one major obstacle to
closing the deal: Florida Crystals. ``They have said things, alleged things, done everything
humanly, legally and emotionally possible to try to keep this from happening.''

Historically, a lot of mud is slung in Glades disputes. This one has been no exception.

Skeptics roll their eyes at Crist's claim of conceiving the buyout, saying it smacks more of the
high-wire high-finance practiced by Paul Tudor Jones II, a billionaire Wall Street wizard, part-time
Islamorada resident, avid tarpon angler and chair of the Everglades Foundation.

They fume over, as Miedema put it, ``cozy'' connections. U.S. Sugar is a big campaign donor. Its
lobbyists are political confidantes to Crist. The chairman of its law firm, Gunster, Yoakley &
Stewert, is George LeMieux, who left as Crist's chief of staff a month after the governor pitched
the buyout. It goes on.

``They think if you just put `Everglades restoration' on the cover sheet, we're all going to buy it,''
Lehtinen said. ``You're just using that to excuse insider deals and sweetheart deals.''

Crist dismissed charges of impropriety. An aide for LeMieux, later appointed by Crist to fill a
vacant U.S. Senate seat, said the senator did not work on the deal and would not profit from it.
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To Florida environmental Secretary Mike Sole, who negotiated the deal, critics are trying to
connect dots that lead nowhere. ``There is absolutely no shred of truth to any accusations,'' he
said.

Supporters concede the deal has trade-offs, but only short-term. They say there may never be a
better or cheaper chance to grab so much land where it is needed.

``It's a blessing and a curse,'' said Everglades authority Martha Musgrove, who led civic forums on
the deal's pros and cons. ``It's a blessing because there is land available from a willing seller. It's
a curse because it's so damn hard financing it.''

For water managers, looming new demands to settle water quality violations in a national wildlife
refuge and meet tough new federal water pollution standards add to the frustration. They need
more land now more than when the governor unveiled the deal.

``Setting aside for a minute where you put it, north of the lake, south of the lake, in downtown Fort
Lauderdale, it's absolutely 100 percent necessary to expand,'' said Water District board member
Shannon Estenoz, a Plantation environmentalist who has backed the deal.

Crist has pulled the deal from the brink once before. In the days before a critical vote in December
2009, he phoned board members while on his honeymoon and dispatched Sole to push the deal
in person. Two of his appointees defected but it survived, 4-3.

Now he's a lame duck governor trailing in a Senate race. Supporters wonder if he can still hold
the controversial deal together. He shored up support two week ago, filling three seats on what is
now an all-Crist water board. The Sugar deal was his litmus test.

``I won't appoint people to the board who don't believe in it,'' he said. ``If we don't do this, if we
don't save this treasure, shame on us.''

© 2010 Miami Herald Media Company. All Rights Reserved.
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Crist restocks water board with backers of his
Everglades restoration plan
By MICHAEL C. BENDER AND PAUL QUINLAN 
Palm Beach Post Staff WriterPalm Beach Post Staff Writer

Posted: 8:14 p.m. Wednesday, Feb. 24, 2010

Environmentalists who favor Gov. Charlie Crist's monumental Everglades restoration land deal with U.S. Sugar
Corp. saw the odds of success improve Wednesday, when Crist named two allies and re-appointed a third to
the board of the South Florida Water Management District, in advance of another crucial vote on the half-billion-
dollar purchase.

Crist named Weston commercial litigation attorney Glenn Waldman and Anne "Sandy" Batchelor-Robjohns,
chair and co-CEO of the Miami Beach-based Batchelor Foundation, to the nine-member board. He also re-
appointed longtime environmentalist and Everglades advocate Shannon Estenoz to another four-year term.

The district manages Everglades restoration for the state, as well as water supply and flood control across 16
south and central Florida counties in which it levies property taxes.

Waldman, 49, grew up in North Miami and graduated from University of Florida law school at age 22. He was
the divorce attorney to former Miami Subs and SunCruz Casinos owner Konstantinos "Gus" Boulis and later
represented the estate after Boulis' gangland-style killing in 2001.

In a telephone interview Wednesday, Waldman said he was "absolutely 100 percent in favor" of the U.S. Sugar
deal. Aside from having donated to Crist, he described himself as "apolitical."

"I thought I would apply and put something back and contribute in a meaningful way," Waldman said.

Batchelor-Robjohns, 56, could not be reached for comment. She has served on the board of Audubon of
Florida and her foundation has donated to Everglades Foundation. She is the daughter-in-law of George
Batchelor, who made his fortune as an airline operator and aircraft broker.

The new members arrive just before an anticipated March 11 board vote on whether to extend the land
purchase contract's closing deadline so that a legal challenge before the Florida Supreme Court can be fended
off.

Crist and environmental allies say the purchase would accomplish more for the dying ecosystem than anything
else in at least a decade, securing 72,500 acres of land that could be used to re-establish the historic, flowing
connection between Lake Okeechobee and the southern Everglades. The district would pay for the $536 million
deal by issuing bonds and without raising taxes, Crist has pledged.

On Wednesday, Crist said he made the appointments with an eye toward the Everglades land deal.

"We're going to keep firing the canon and doing the job," Crist said.

But opponents, including 11-year district board member Mike Collins, who twice voted against the deal, have
portrayed it as a taxpayer-financed bailout of a struggling sugar company.
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Collins, former president of the Florida Keys Fishing Guides Association, said the appointees brought little to
the table beyond a willingness to vote "yes" on U.S. Sugar.

"It would have been nice if the governor had put someone in there who was involved in water management,"
Collins said. "I don't know what criteria he was using, but it sounds like it was who would support the U.S.
Sugar deal."

U.S. Sugar's chief rival, the politically powerful Florida Crystals Corp., owned by the Fanjuls of Palm Beach,
and the Miccosukee Indian Tribe, which lives on reservation land in the Everglades, will ask the Florida
Supreme Court in April to block the bond issue on grounds that the deal serves no clear public purpose.
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