A History of the City of
Sanibel Vegetation
Committee

By Berdenna Thompson

Thousands of years ago a mangrove seed
washed up on a sandbar. Over time, these
first seeds multiplied and grew intc an
impenetrable forest, a living seawall of
many tangled roots and branches catching
and holding sediment that washed in with
the waves. The mighty mangrove sculptured
Sanibel from a sandbar into a barrier island.

Sanibel has weathered many challenges:
forces of nature, Native Americans, pirates
(maybe, maybe not), lumbering, and farm-
ing. Now, as in the recent past, the island has
struggled to maintain a balance between
exploitation and preservation.

After the hurricane of 1926, Sanibel was
covered with sand and shell. Today, it is a
charming island whose ambiance and beau-
ty are created by nature. The stewardship of
man has striven for harmony with the
island’s natural systems by preserving
wildlife and its habitats. Sanibel enjoys a
great diversity of native plants, some found
in only a few other places on earth. And
native vegetation is critical to the survival of
many species of wildlife.

This environmental hetitage is the result
of strenuous, energetic work by those who
envisioned the future. In the 1930s, a small
group became interested in saving the
island’s native wildlife. They had no partic-
ular leadership, direction or influence until a
gentleman from Des Moines, Ilowa,
appeared. J.N. “Ding” Darling, an influen-
tial political cartoonist, was a fiery
spokesman on conservation rmatters.

Many of his cartoons addressed the threat
of wildlife extinction, air and water pollu-
tion, and the destruction of the environment.
President Franklin Roosevelt appointed him
head of the U.S. Biological Survey (later the
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service of the
Department of the Interior) where he served
from March of 1934 to November of 1935.

During 1936, Darling objected vigorous-
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ly to the bulldozing of the northern shore of
Sanibel. Land which had been sold by the
State of Florida for mere pennies per acre —
land rich in mangroves and upland ham-
mocks — was being cleared and marketed
by developers. In spite of Darling’s concerns
and ongoing protests, the land was not pre-
served but, with because of his persistent
efforts, in 1939, Sanibel and Captiva were
designated as a wildlife refuge by a special
act of the Florida Legislature. In 1945, with
Darling’s help, portions of the two islands
became the Sanibel National Wildlife

Refuge, administered by the Fish & Wildlife
Service. Darling continued offering his sup-
port for preservation until he left Florida in
1960. He passed away in 1962.

A press-aide to Florida’s Governor Farris
Bryant (1961-1965) then suggested Sanibel
form a committee that would appropriately
memorialize Darling. Led by Emmy Lu.
Lewis, a part-time resident and ardent con-
servationist, a group of islanders, with the
help of the Audubon Society, solicited
statewide support for their cause.

In 1967, a large parcel of lands, various-
ly owned by the State of Florida, the school
district and private owners, was acquired by
the U. S. Fish & Wildlife Service and, com-
bined with the Sanibel National Wildlife
Refuge, became known as the J.N. “Ding”
Darling National Wildlife Refuge — a for-
mal recognition of Darling’s many accom-
plishments and contributions.

The Memorial Committee, instead of dis-
banding, was renamed the Sanibel-Captiva
Conservation Foundation and went to work
to help combat the increasing pressures of
impending development after the construc-
tion of the causeway in 1963. Masses of
people were visiting; some even wanted to
make their homes on Sanibel. :

Numerous islanders understood the
future consequences of this influx... There
is story after story of how people worked
hard to save the island’s natural systems.
But, at that time, Sanibel was under the rule
of Lee County, and the County
Commission’s philosophy was to serve peo-
ple not birds. Many land owners completely
stripped their properties, clearing away all
vegetation so their land could be sold for
development.

It was a time of critical concern.

When Ann Winterbotham and her hus-
band moved to Sanibel in 1964, they had no
knowledge of the native vegetation. In fact,
their landscaper’s design called for
Australian pines, melaleuca and Brazilian
pepper — non-native invasive trees which
today, in the State of Florida, it is illegal tor
plant. The proliferation of these weed trees
stimulated efforts to educate people on the
islands about the benefits of native plants.

Something was needed to popularize the

use of Sanibel’s native plants for landscap-
ing. Ann was chairperson of the
Conservation Foundation, and she and
Mada Harrison, another member of SCCE,
found that, at that time, the most information
about Sanibel’s native plants was in George
Cooley’s scientific papers which had been
published 10 years earlier in Rhodora, the.
Journal of the New England Botanical Club.

Ann and Mada made themselves very
knowledgeable about native vegetation and
collected plants from all over the island to
exhibit at Sanibel’s Shell Fairs. In 1973, they
put together an identification book, Native
Trees and Shrubs for Captiva-Sanibel
Landscaping. Mada was the author and Ann,
an accomplished wildlife artist, drew the
illustrations.

Dick Workman came to Sanibel in 1973
as administrative director of SCCE He
began a newspaper column, “Growing
Native” in the Island Reporter in order to
continue the native plant education that Ann
and Mada had started. (Selections from
these columns became his book, Growing
Native, published in 1980 by SCCF.)

Before the city’s incorporation,
Workman took island resident Porter Goss
for a canoe ride along with George
Campbell, a wildlife enthusiast, to show
them what had happened to the mid-island
Johnston tract. On the way, George jumped
into the water to capture a banded water
snake. When the tract of land they were
headed for came into view they were devas-
tated — the lush vegetation was gone.

One Sunday, Winterbotham, by then the
chair of the Planning Commission, went
with a land engineer to look at a piece of
property proposed for development. The
engineer insisted it was not a wetland; she
knew it was. When they amived, Ann
stepped off the road... up to her waist in
water and fish.

After several years of heated discus-
sion,extensive legal work, and a referendum,
Sanibel incorporated as a city in 1974. Goss
was its first Mayor. One of the new city’s
priorities was to develop an ordinance that
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would prohibit the wholesale clearing of land.

Branches of government were established, and ordinances needed to be defined and writ-
ten. Councilman Charles LeBuff drafted the one that created the Vegetation Committee, and
Workman became its first chairman in 1975. City Manager David Bretsky and the
Vegetation Committee together wrote the first ordinance. But the city attorney, Neal Bowen,
felt it was not workable and needed considerable revision before it could be implemented.

The city was trying to protect what it had, but it was difficult to convince the population
that what the city was doing was important. Before an area of land was developed the owner
had to consult with the Vegetation Committee to see what native plants should be saved.
Some people were dissatisfied with this arrangement because they wanted to choose their
own plants and not have someone else tell they what they could use..

This became a major issue. As a result, the Committee’s approach was to have a mem-
ber inspect the property, hopefully meet with the owner to explain the benefits of the city’s
ordinance, and provide assistance in planning the landscape.

Campbell was the next chairman of the Vegetation Committee. He felt the success of the
Committee was its one-on-one interaction with homeowners, pointing out, “People moving
here don’t kmow the difference between a hibiscus and a wild coffee.”

The Sanibel Report documented what was native to the island and what needed to be
protected. Written in 1975 by John Ciark, author of many books on coastal management for
the Conservation Foundation in Washington D.C., the Report was primarily funded by
SCCEFE. (The Conservation Foundation and the Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation
are separate entities.)

During the summer of 1975, islanders contributed many hours of their time to assist in
the collection of data for the city’s land use plan. Highly qualified experts from around the
country, under the supervision of the Sanibel Planning Commission, wrote the Sanibel
Comprehensive Land Use Plan (CLUP). It was based on the Sanibel Report and adopted on
July 19, 1976.

People who owned large pieces of land gradually realized that removing all vegetation
was not the way to sell property. Following the new ordinances in the CLUP would be more
profitable. And most realtors began to understand that prospective buyers came here for the
island’s natural beauty.

As development increased, the new city began to realize it needed more meaningful pro-
tection for its sensitive wetlands and unique freshwater interior wetlands, in particular; local
zoning was not enough. SCCF’s intensive fund-raising and pursuant purchases, primarily of
wetlands, were helping, but the City of Sanibel also bought many acres for the purpose of
conservation.

Since the founding of the Vegetation Committee in 1975, there have been approximate-
ly 8,000 vegetation field inspections done by Committee members. Many people and orga-
nizations have helped city government preserve the natural systems and the Vegetation
Committee has played an important leadership role.

The Committee’s success has come about through personal contact with homeowners,
supplemented by ongoing educational efforts. When a homeowner is not present during an
inspection and there’s a problem with the vegetation, a meeting is set up with the contrac-
tor. If the problem still cannot be solved, it is handled by the City’s Natural Resource
Director.

Educating the public about conservation matters is always of prime importance. People
who protect and care for natural resources help preserve a
healthy ecological system.
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wh ol ‘Would you like to help CROW by being a sponsor for the 2003
Taste Of The Islands to be held Sunday, June 1st? This year's Taste Team

is working very hard to offer a sponsorship that will provide great value to your
business in return for your suppert. Your sponsorship will reward you in three ways.
First and foremost, the intrinsic benefits provide you with the knowledge your
contribution is helping CROW, to care for injured, sick and orphaned wildlife friends.
You will be demonstrating to your community how much you believe in the
preservation and protection of our Southwest Florida natural resources. Secondly, great
perks will fly your way. A $1,000 "Gold Sponsorship” includes free admission for 6
guests, 3 parking spaces and transportation to the gate, reserved table for 6 in the VIP
tent complete with an open bar of beer, wine, margaritas, soda & water, 100 food tickets
{$100), and 6 2003 Taste Of The Islands T-shirts. A $250 "Silver Sponsorship” includes
free admission for 4 guests, one parking pass and transportation to the gate, 20 food
Tickets (a $20 value), and 4 2003 Taste of the Islands T-shirts. Thirdly Gold sponsors
can't beat the advertising exposure that will help promote your business. Your business
name, brief description, address and telephone numbers will appear as an event sponsor
in all print advertising and in a special section of the Official Taste Program. You will
receive a complimentary quarter-page advertisement in the Official Taste Program. An
engraved award plate (same as those given to the restauranis who win food awards)
listing your business as a sponsor will be presented to you during the awards ceremony
day of the Taste at 4:15 p.m.
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