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“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it 
was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had 
everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to heaven, we well all going 
direct the other way- in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest 
authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison 
only.” How correct Charles Dickens was in this excerpt from the classic A Tale of Two Cities. 
 
The 2020 Florida Legislative Session concluded with a vote on the budget on Thursday, March 19th. 
While there were several bright spots which will be outlined below yet, the new challenges faced by 
the impacts of the Coronavirus Pandemic and the cascading economic impacts will leave a mark in 
every segment of the nation’s and state’s economy. These new impacts are salt in the wound to an 
industry which is still struggling to recover from the devastating impacts of Hurricane Michael. 
 
Below are a few highlights from the 2020 legislative session: 
 
Policy 
 
Water Quality Improvement (SB 712 by Sen. Mayfield and HB 1343 by Rep. Payne) 
This significant omnibus legislation was a high priority for the Association all session, if for no other 
reason than to make sure really bad policy wasn’t added to the legislation. First, the Association 
wishes to extend a huge thank you to Sen. Debbie Mayfield and Rep. Bobby Payne for guiding the 
ship in their respective chambers; they spent hours upon hours trying to land this ship and they did a 
great job. We also thank Rep. Blaise Ingoglia, Rep. Toby Overdorf, Sen. Ben Albritton and Sen. 
Wilton Simpson for their work on this legislation.  
 
To recap, the bill includes several provisions: (1) transfers the septic tank program from the 
Department of Health to the Department of Environmental Protection; (2) creates a water quality grant 
program for local government and utilities to transition septic tanks to sewer and other water quality 
projects; (3) requires water management districts to update their storm water rules; (4) directs the 
Department of Environmental Protection and appropriate water management districts to conduct a 
study of bottle water withdrawals in springsheds; (5) requires the Florida Department of Agriculture 
and Consumer Services to conduct BMP implementation verifications every two years with a specific 
focus on the Indian River Lagoon and Lake Okeechobee watersheds; (6) authorizes the development 
and cost-share of regional agricultural water quality projects; (7) requires the Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection to adopt updated Biosolids rules; (8) prohibits any local government 
ordinance, rule, charter or other action from granting rights to nature or the natural system. 
 
The final provision (8) requires additional explanation because the issue is not widely known. It 
addresses the growing global movement of “Rights of Nature.” A group known as the Global Alliance 



for the Rights of Nature believes that natural systems should not be treated as property. They hold 
that nature in all its life forms has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles 
and that an ecosystem should be able to be named as the injured party, with its own legal standing 
rights, in cases alleging rights violations.  

According to the group’s website, there are currently five counties in Florida, including Alachua and 
the Santa Fe River ecosystem, with advocacy groups working to have the intrinsic rights of their local 
ecosystems recognized by law. As such, the inclusion of this provision in the legislation will go far in 
preventing problems before they start. 
 
Employment Verification (SB664 by Sen. Lee and HB 1265 by Rep. Byrd) 
Quite simply, these bills didn’t even start moving until the halfway point of session. They were 
energized by Gov. DeSantis’ comments regarding his desire to have Florida employers comply with 
E-Verify. Thankfully, in its final form, the bill provides employers two options to verify potential 
employees: the E-Verify system or the Federal I-9 process.  
 
This issue lingered until the last week of the 2020 session. Several times the fate of this legislation 
was unclear. Some days were good news and some days were tense. A huge part of the successful 
outcome of this legislation was the absolute commitment from every business group to remain in 
lockstep on this issue. On several occasions, there were opportunities for individual stakeholders to 
separate from the flock on this legislation. However, we all stuck together, and the outcome could not 
have been more positive.  
  
Public Records Exemption for Site-Specific Location of Endangered Species (SB 812 by Sen. 
Hutson and HB 549 by Rep. Overdorf) 
This legislation moved quietly through the process. As passed, the legislation exempts from public 
records the specific location of state or federal endangered, threatened or listed species. The 
exemption will sunset in 2025 unless the legislature takes action to make it permanent.  
 
Budget 
 
Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services: 
Rural and Family Lands Program- $8.6 million 
Florida Forest Service aircraft replacement- $671,000 
Fire Suppression Equipment- $7.4 million 
 
UF/IFAS: 
Workload $3.8 million- 
This is a huge win for UF/IFAS as this was a fully funded request with a majority of the money being 
recurring dollars. Workload dollars allow UF/IFAS to fund research and upgrade equipment and 
facilities as well as potentially plug holes in programs and services. 
Separate yet important issues arose in the House of Representative regarding existing UF/IFAS 
programs, including $1.1 million which funds specific programs and staff within the School of Forestry 
and Natural Resources. The funding was maintained during the budget conference process. 
 



Florida Department of Environmental Protection: 
Florida Forever- $79 million 
Springs Protection- $50 million 
 
COVID-19 : 
The state budget directs $52.5 million in state and federal dollars to purchase necessities related to 
COVID-19. The 2020-21 budget also directs an additional $300 million into state reserves. State 
reserve funds can be utilized when the governor has declared a state of emergency in order to 
provide immediate resources to combat the economic fallout of a natural disaster, health epidemic, or 
any other state emergency. This additional enhancement brings the total state reserves to nearly $4 
billion. 

For businesses that have experienced economic losses or have been directly impacted by the 
COVID-19, the Department of Economic Opportunity is conducting business damage assessments. 
The information collected is being used as the state puts together different options to help our 
businesses survive the storm. The Business Damage Assessment survey can be accessed 
at FloridaDisaster.BIZ  Select “COVID-19” from the drop-down menu on the survey page. Please note 
that response to the Business Damage Assessment survey is not an application for assistance. 
Businesses interested in the bridge loan program must fill out a bridge loan application. 
 
Notwithstanding the policy and budget success of the 2020 session, there is no avoiding the impacts 
the coronavirus has already had and will continue to have on the state’s economy. As we look 
forward to the summer months, it is unclear the challenges we will face as an industry and as 
individuals. The Association is maintaining open lines of communication with state and federal 
agencies regarding essential businesses, supply chains, employee issues, etc. This may prove to be 
a long road, but we will get through this together. 
 


