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ONE COMMUNITY. ONE COMPANY. 

Established in 1976 on St . Armands Circle , Michael 
Saunders & Company was founded on deeply held 

values , with a mission to provide ex traordinar y real 
estate experiences delivered by passionate, exceptional 
people. As we look forward with an inspired spirit , we 
would like to thank you. Your trust and conf idence are 
the reasons we will stand strong for generations to come.
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S
arasota County’s develop-
ment surge has translated 
into an ecological gain for 
Manatee County.

After Sarasota County com-
missioners approved the rezone 
request for University Station 
Jan. 26, Manatee County was 
presented 40 acres of privately 
owned land inside Rye Preserve.

University Station, an 8.24-
acre parcel at the southeast cor-
ner of University Parkway and 
Honore Avenue, will be home to 
Whole Foods, Wawa and Zoës 
Kitchen.

Developer SJ Collins Enter-
prises of Atlanta worked the land 
swap as mitigation because the 
center will develop 4.4 acres of 
wetlands at the Sarasota County 
site.

Due to the size and nature of 
the project, SJ Collins could not 
find any way to complete on-site 
mitigation. The developer, aware 
of Whole Foods’ eco-conscious 
business model, offered the alter-
native in Manatee County, a parcel 
it had purchased for $400,000.

Charlie Hunsicker, director of 
Manatee County’s parks and rec-
reation department, said having 
the 40 acres under his county’s 
control has several benefits, 
including more land for the public 
with a parcel located in the cen-
ter of Rye Preserve. Because the 
property was privately owned, 
the county could not access it 
to eradicate invasive species like 
Brazilian pepper trees. The inva-
sive species were always grow-
ing into the preserve and causing 
additional efforts from county 
staff to maintain the native habi-
tat.

The site, which includes for-
ested wetlands, is located down-
stream from Lake Manatee. Since 
the 1980s, Manatee County 
has proactively purchased land 
downstream through which the 
“braided” portion of the Manatee 
River runs because it lessens the 
headache of releasing water from 
the lake with the risk of flooding 
a private property.

As part of the deal, SJ Collins 
will clean invasive plant species 
off the Manatee County property 
and turn the land over to Manatee 
County for maintenance.

AN UNUSUAL DEAL
Off-site mitigation is allowed 

in the Sarasota County compre-
hensive plan, but locating the site 
out of the county is unusual, said 
Matt Osterhoudt, senior manager 
for the environmental protection 
division of the Sarasota County 
development services depart-
ment.

Such mitigation is allowed if it 
provides a greater ecological ben-
efit as a whole. The two counties 
and the developer must enter 
into an inter-local agreement 
that specifies who will take care 
of the land in perpetuity and how 
quickly restoration efforts must 
be achieved. By stipulation, the 
40 acres can’t be developed.

The next step for SJ Collins will 
be to apply for a development 
permit, at which time Sarasota 
County will discuss the time frame 
in which the off-site mitigation 
must be completed. Osterhoudt 
said mitigation construction and 
restoration areas typically are 
required to be completed within 
30 days of the wetland impact. 
This being an unusual situation, 
he said the time frame may be 
extended.

Jeff Garrison, of SJ Collins, said 
the site near Rye Preserve was 
chosen because it was a high-
priority target. Located within 
the preserve, it’s been privately 
owned for decades and the coun-
ty had never been able to per-
suade the owner to sell. However, 
being privately owned, it doesn’t 
get the same maintenance as the 
preserve.

“This 40-acre donut hole lets 
invasives have a safe haven,” he 
said. “Every year (Manatee Coun-
ty) has to go through and deal with 
these invasive species.”

Garrison said his team had to 
track down all the owners of the 
property — it had been divvied 
up over the years among the fam-
ily—and get them to sign off on 
the deed.

“We’ve spent a lot of time on 
it,” he said.

SARASOTA’S TRADE-OFF
Meanwhile, Sarasota County 

has even more shopping choices 
along the University Parkway 
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 Preserve scores in land deal

corridor while losing a wetlands 
area that might have been in dan-
ger anyway with all the construc-
tion around it.

After the Sarasota County 
supervisors meeting, Osterhoudt 
said the wetland was in an odd 
location now, after everything 
around it had been developed, but 
that it was still a healthy, func-
tioning system.

“It did have those factors work-
ing against its long-term suc-
cess,” he said.

The 40-acre wetland isn’t one 
of the more populous, herba-
ceous kind. It is a forested maple 
swamp, which Osterhoudt said is 
more rare and unique in an urban 
area than other swamp subsets.

Sarasota County staff had sur-
veyed the wetland and found 
signs of a healthy, self-sustain-
ing system. It still had maple 
trees and the right kind of under-
growth with no diseases or nega-
tive growths present except some 

Brazilian peppers on the border. It 
was still exhibiting the proper soil 
moisture levels. It was still con-
tributing, as it had done histori-
cally, to the Cooper Creek drain-
age basin which flows into the 
Braden River Water Shed. About 
14% of the Braden River water-
shed resides in Sarasota County 
with the rest in Manatee County.

Garrison said the wetland was 
too isolated to provide quality 
habitat for native wildlife, which 
had to cross the roadways to enter 
and exit the area. Those thoughts 
were backed by Dana West, vice 
president of Environmental Con-
sulting and Technology.

While the wetland, in its cur-
rent state, still provided ecologi-
cal value, West said it was limited.

Environmental concerns aside, 
residents of the area were over-
whelmingly in support of the 
University Station project. The 
county received dozens of letters 
recommending approval.

Jessica Salmond

The 40-acre property bought by 
the developer for off-site mitigation 
is located in the center of Rye Pre-
serve and has been privately owned 
for decades.

“This 40-

acre donut 

hole lets 

invasives have 

a safe haven. 

Every year 

(Manatee 

County) has 

to go through 

and deal with 

these invasive 

species.”

– Jeff Garrison,  
SJ Collins

FINAL TALLY

SARASOTA  
COUNTY GAINS:
Whole Foods, 
Wawa, Zoees Kitch-
en in University 
Parkway corridor

SARASOTA  
COUNTY LOSES:
4.4 acres of a 
wetland

MANATEE  
COUNTY GAINS:
40 acres, previous-
ly privately owned, 
inside Rye Preserve
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