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The Density Reduction/Groundwater Resource designation was applied to 
most of southeast Lee County in 1990 to settle litigation with the Florida 
Department of Community Affairs. There were two reasons for this desig-
nation: Lee County’s desire to protect its shallow aquifers, and the state’s 
insistence that Lee County reduce the population capacity of the Lee 
Plan’s Future Land Use Map.

Five general types of land uses can take place in the DR/GR area. Some 
are permitted by right, including very low density residential at one unit 
per 10 acres; agriculture (citrus, row crops, and pasture); open space/rec-
reation; and conservation. A fifth type, mining, can be approved through 
the rezoning process. Wetlands permeate the DR/GR; wetlands have their 
own category on the future land use map with a residential density of one 
unit per 20 acres. Categories called “Conservation Lands” designate some 
uplands and wetlands that are being permanently protected by public 
or nonprofit entities. A “Public Facilities” category has been applied to 
the Airport Mitigation Park, although a pending plan amendment would 
redesignate the majority of the park as “Conservation Lands.” 

DR/GR is the predominate designation applied across 82,560 unincorpo-
rated acres in southeast Lee County. This area is east of I-75, south of the 
Southwest Florida International Airport and State Road 82, and extends 
all the way to the county lines of Collier and Hendry Counties. DR/GR 
lands are located east of the cities of Fort Myers and Bonita Springs and 
south of the vast low-density residential community of Lehigh Acres. The 
DR/GR holds a strategic position between developed urban areas to the 
north and west and pristine environmental preserves to the southeast. 
DR/GR lands immediately adjoin the Corkscrew Swamp, which lies just 
across the Collier County line. The watershed of Corkscrew Swamp ex-
tends well onto the DR/GR lands.

The importance of DR/GR-designated lands extends beyond their actual 
boundaries. DR/GR lands store and protect a critical supply of water 
for the region. Several wellfields already tap this supply for public use, 
while valuable natural and agricultural systems also depend on this same 

What is the DR/GR? 

Map Generated December, 2007

Southeast Lee County DRGR
Aerial

§̈¦75

§̈¦75

City of
Bonita Springs

Southwest Florida
Int'L Airport

SR 82

BONITA BEACH RD

CORKSCREW RD

ALICO RD

DANIELS PKWY

CORKSCREW RD

µ
0 1 2 3 40.5

Miles

Photography Source: Digital aerial photography Jan, 2005

DRGR Boundary

Bonita Springs City Limits

Aerial photograph of outer extent of southeast Lee County DR/GR-designated lands, 
including those lying within the city of Bonita Springs.



Ju l y  2008     1 .3

background information

resource. DR/GR lands constitute a last frontier of natural wetlands and 
uplands with a remnant system of interconnected flowways that histori-
cally have supported abundant wildlife and the critical estuarine system 
of Estero Bay. 

Agriculture has played an important role in the DR/GR for fifty years, 
with row crops, citrus, and cattle predominating. Because DR/GR lands 
have remained relatively undeveloped, they allow a rural way of life in 
the region for about 435 households, with the potential for about 1,145 
more on existing subdivided parcels. The unique qualities of the area 
and inexpensive land have also attracted major new developments along 
Corkscrew Road and a proposal for a Development of Regional Impact 
(DRI) just northeast of the airport that could bring thousands more resi-
dents to the area. 

Another valuable resource is found under DR/GR lands: limestone. This 
layer of limestone is a critical aquifer that stores water; in central and 
southeast Lee County it also constitutes a valuable source of easily acces-
sible aggregate-quality limerock, an important building material for roads 
and buildings. Road building agencies, construction industry stakehold-
ers, and mining companies all have a keen interest in the management of 
southeast Lee County’s DR/GR lands.

The DR/GR area includes thousands of acres of protected wetlands and conservation areas.

lee plan dr/gr definition

POLICY 1.4.5: The Density Reduction/Groundwater Resource (DR/
GR) areas include upland areas that provide substantial recharge to 
aquifers most suitable for future wellfield development.  These areas 
also are the most favorable locations for physical withdrawal of water 
from those aquifers. Only minimal public facilities exist or are pro-
grammed. Land uses in these areas must be compatible with maintain-
ing surface and groundwater levels at their historic levels. 

Permitted land uses include agriculture, natural resource extraction 
and related facilities, conservation uses, publicly-owned gun range 
facilities, private recreation facilities, and residential uses at a maxi-
mum density of one dwelling unit per ten acres (1 du/10 acres). In-
dividual residential parcels may contain up to two acres of Wetlands 
without losing the right to have a dwelling unit, provided that no 
alterations are made to those wetland areas.

				  

			   			   		

				    ---

“Land uses in these areas must be compatible 
with maintaining surface and groundwater 
levels at their historic levels.”
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Public water supply wells, with protection zones indicating where hazardous substances could reach shallow wells. 
(SOURCE: Lee County Ordinance 07-35, with DR/GR boundary added)

Why are groundwater resources Important? 
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GOAL 63: GROUNDWATER. To protect the county’s ground-
water supplies from those activities having the potential for 
depleting or degrading those supplies.

OBJECTIVE 63.1: WELLFIELD PROTECTION. The county will maintain 
a wellfield protection ordinance to provide regulations protecting the 
quality of water flowing into potable water wellfields. (Amended by 
Ordinance No. 94-30, 00-22)

POLICY 63.1.1: The wellfield protection ordinance will be amended 
whenever better technical data is developed and whenever additional 
potable wellfields are proposed. (Amended by Ordinance No. 00-22)

POLICY 63.1.2: The staff hydrogeologist will review and comment on 
all development applications near public utility potable water well-
fields, with particular attention to proposed land uses within a l0-year 
travel time from the wellheads. (Amended by Ordinance No. 00-22)

OBJECTIVE 63.2: POTABLE GROUNDWATER. Base all future 
development and use of groundwater resources on determina-
tions of the safe yield of the aquifer system(s) in order not to 
impair the native groundwater quality or create other en-
vironmental damage. Criteria for safe-yield determinations 
will be determined by the SFWMD, the agency charged with 
permitting these activities. (Amended by Ordinance No. 94-30, 
00-22)

POLICY 63.2.1: For maximum protection of groundwater resources, 
identify future wellfields and/or relocation site(s) for existing wellfields 
well in advance of need. Coordinate with Community Facilities and 
Services IV-19 August 2007 SFWMD, other water suppliers, and DEP 
to avoid duplication and to assist in data collection and interchange. 
(Amended by Ordinance No. 94-30)

POLICY 63.2.2: Institute a program to identify sources of groundwater 
pollutants in Lee County and to map these (point and non-point) on a 
county-wide basis.

POLICY 63.2.3: Identify water needs consistent with projec-
tions of human population and the needs of natural systems 
in order to determine the future demands for groundwater. 
(Amended by Ordinance No. 94-30)

POLICY 63.2.4: Expand current programs to identify and map the con-
tamination potential of groundwater resources for those areas of Lee 
County not currently under public ownership.

POLICY 63.2.5: Lee County, in cooperation with other agencies and 
the municipalities, will budget to maintain its current program of 
plugging non-valved, abandoned, or improperly-cased artesian wells 
so that at least seventy-five of these wells are plugged each year until 
such wells are eliminated. (Amended by Ordinance No. 94-30, 00-22) 

lee plan: ADDITIONAL groundwater Protection provisions
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In recent years, the DR/GR designation has come into question for providing 
too little guidance as to where the five potential land uses would be appro-
priate. This issue became more visible when mining interests began propos-
ing mining pits well outside the traditional Alico Road industrial and mining 
corridor. 

New mines have been proposed along Corkscrew Road where new public wa-
ter supply wells are being drilled and where future wellfields may be located. 
Water shortages are already a recurring problem while Lee County is poised 
to nearly double its population by the year 2030. Pressure for new residential 
development in the DR/GR area has remained steady despite potential con-
flicts with mining, agriculture, and restoration of natural systems.

The conflicts among these seemingly incompatible interests have regional 
repercussions. The Board of County Commissioners has affirmed its intention 
to take a proactive role in addressing competing needs in the DR/GR area 
and to identify appropriate locations for various uses of land.

In 2003 the Smart Growth Committee recommended a review of DR/GR 
policies. Since that time the Board of County Commissioners has commis-
sioned several studies to better understand the competing interests in the 
DR/GR area. Water resources and geology were examined in the Groundwa-
ter Resource and Mining Study by Greg Rawl and Michael Voorhees. Previ-
ous DR/GR-related studies were compiled and reviewed in the Review and 
Summary of Studies Containing Information Relating to Density Reduction / 
Groundwater Resource Lands, which was produced by McLane Environmen-
tal in May 2007. Wellfield protection regulations were updated in December 
2007.  

In the fall of 2007 the Board of County Commissioners initiated a 14-point 
Action Plan on southeast DR/GR matters including critical mining, traffic, 
and land use issues. Each action will provide clear information that can lead 
to tangible responses, including changes to DR/GR policies in the Lee Plan 
and the land development code. For one year until the fall of 2008, new 
or incomplete rezoning applications will not be processed and changes to        
DR/GR designations will not be entertained.

Why this Planning Process?

TOP: Fill dirt excavation being converted to limerock mine
MIDDLE: Lee County Utilities potable water treatment plant
BOTTOM: Lee County Utilities wellfield






































































































