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TALLAHASSEE – House and Senate
leaders Wednesday set the stage for a
special legislative session to consider
a gambling deal that Gov. Ron DeSan-
tis hammered out with the Seminole
Tribe of Florida.

House Speaker Chris Sprowls, R-
Palm Harbor, and Senate President
Wilton Simpson, R-Trilby, issued a for-
mal joint proclamation to bring law-
makers back to Tallahassee during the
week of May 17. The 30-year gambling
“compact,” announced April 23, in-

cludes allowing sports betting in the
state.

“As you are aware, on April 23, 2021,
Gov. DeSantis and the Seminole Tribe of
Florida executed a historic new 30-year
gaming compact that restores the
state’s relationship with the tribe, pre-
serves and off�ers new opportunities for
Florida’s legacy pari-mutuel industry
and provides substantial new revenues
for the state of Florida,” Simpson said in
a memo to senators Wednesday.

The Senate Appropriations Commit-
tee is slated May 17 to take up the deal,
with the issue going to the Senate fl�oor
the following day, according to a sched-
ule released by the Senate.

Sprowls said in a memo that he will
appoint one or more select committees
to consider the wide-ranging compact,

with time set aside for committees to
meet on May 17 and May 18. The propos-
al will go to the House fl�oor on May 19,
according to a schedule released by the
House.

With the complexity — and potential
high fi�nancial stakes — of the compact,
the House also plans to hold online
courses next week for lawmakers to bet-
ter understand a series of gambling is-
sues.

Under the compact, the state is ex-
pected to receive at least $2.5 billion
within fi�ve years, with the tribe serving
as a hub for sports betting and also get-
ting benefi�ts such as being able to add
three facilities to its Hard Rock casino in
Hollywood.

Plans set for gambling special session
Proposal would allow for
sports betting in Florida

Jim Saunders
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

See GAMBLING, Page 7A

Every time you put the nozzle into
the fuel tank of your automobile, more
than fuel fl�ows when you press the
handle.

The squeeze also pumps tax dollars
into local, state and federal govern-
ments for transportation projects.

Florida has one of the highest over-
all gas tax rates in the nation. In addi-
tion to the federal government’s tax of
18.4 cents per gallon, the state of Flori-
da has another 26.5 cents per gallon
controlled by state law. Finally, local
governments can add up to 12 cents for
a grand total of 56.9 cents in taxes for
each gallon.

The city of Jacksonville uses half of
the 12 cents it can levy with the local
option gas tax. A proposal to double
that tax from 6 cents per gallon to 12
cents has put the gas tax in the spot-
light at City Hall where City Council
will vote in the coming weeks on the
Jobs for Jax program of $930 million in
transportation projects submitted by
Mayor Lenny Curry and the Jackson-
ville Transportation Authority.

Here are some frequently asked
questions about the gas tax and the
proposed increase.

How much will the 6-cent per
gallon increase in the gas tax
cost me?

It depends on factors such as how
much you drive and the fuel effi�ciency
of your vehicle. A driver who logs
15,000 miles annually in a vehicle that
gets 30 miles per gallon in combined
city-highway driving would purchase
500 gallons of gas in a year. The addi-
tional 6 cents per gallon in taxes would
add $30 more in taxes on that pur-
chase of 500 gallons of gas. A driver
whose vehicle gets 20 miles per gallon
would buy 750 gallons of gas annually
so the additional tax would cost $45
more over a year of fi�ll-ups.

How many households do not
have vehicles?

Even in car-dependent Jackson-
ville, about 8.7 percent of households
do not have access to vehicles, accord-
ing to U.S. Census data. Those house-
holds would not feel any impact from
the gas tax. On the fl�ip side, many
households have two or more vehicles 

CITY COUNCIL

What
would 
gas tax
increase
cost you at
the pump?
Proposal would double
fee to 12 cents a gallon

David Bauerlein
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union
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City Council will consider a

proposal to double that tax

from 6 cents per gallon to

12 cents. 

See GAS TAX, Page 5A

P
rotecting cross-state corridors of Old Florida from development sounded impossibly

ambitious when advocates crossed 1,000 miles of wilderness to highlight how much

the state had to lose. h Nine years later, the Florida Legislature’s embrace of the

Florida Wildlife Corridor in a $300 million land-preservation eff�ort is making con-

servationists think how much they might fi�nally gain.

“This is such a huge opportunity for con-
servation in the state,” said Jim McCarthy,
president of the Jacksonville-based North
Florida Land Trust, which spends a lot of time
preserving parts of one leg of the statewide
wildlife corridor.

“If you’d asked me if this was going to hap-
pen two months ago, I would have said no,”
McCarthy said. While stressing repeatedly
that nothing’s fi�nal until Gov. Ron DeSantis
signs the state budget and a separate Florida
Wildlife Corridor Act, he conceded the obvi-
ous: “This is a big win for us.”

If the funding and the act become fi�nal,
they can give important boosts to eff�orts to
permanently protect undeveloped portions
of North Florida including:

h 50,000 acres of woodlands in Baker and
Union counties controlled by forestry giant
Weyerhaeuser Co.;

h about 2,400 additional acres in Baker
County around the south prong of the St. Ma-
rys River;

h another 541 acres in Marion County that
includes rare longleaf pine forests dated as
being about 300 years old.

The tracts all fall inside the Ocala-to-Osce-
ola (O2O) Corridor, a 1.6-million-acre zone be-
tween the Ocala National Forest and the
Georgia state line that crosses Clay County’s
Camp Blanding and hugs the Clay border with

A longleaf pine forest containing old-growth trees up to 300 years old covers much of Big Pine Preserve, a 541-acre
property in Marion County within the Ocala-to-Osceola Corridor, part of the Florida Wildlife Corridor.
DOUGLAS J. ENG/PROVIDED BY NORTH FLORIDA LAND TRUST

‘A HUGE OPPORTUNITY’

$300M for wildlife corridors could help North Fla. 
Steve Patterson Jacksonville Florida Times-Union | USA TODAY NETWORK

By counting rings in a core sample, a botanist concluded
that this tree, nicknamed “One Bump,” was about 300
years old. The tree is part of the Big Pine Preserve in
Marion County on land in the Ocala-to-Osceola Corridor
within the Florida Wildlife Corridor.
ALLISON COLOGNE/PROVIDED BY NORTH FLORIDA LAND TRUST

“If you’d asked me if this was
going to happen two months ago,
I would have said no. This is a big
win for us.”
Jim McCarthy 
President of the North Florida Land TrustSee WILDLIFE, Page 7A
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“We truly believe that this is the best deal for ev-
erybody,” tribe Chairman Marcellus Osceola Jr. said
when the compact was signed. “It’s not in favor of the
tribe or the state. It’s in favor of both parties, because
this is a long-lasting team.” 

But while the deal was the result of lengthy negoti-
ations between DeSantis and the tribe, it requires ap-
proval from the Legislature. Leaders said last month
that a special session would be held the week of May
17, with the formal proclamation Wednesday nailing
down details.

The proclamation makes clear that lawmakers will
also wade into issues that aff�ect the pari-mutuel in-
dustry, including establishing a state gaming com-
mission.

Also, lawmakers could allow many horse tracks
and jai alai frontons to stop holding live races and
performances while continuing to operate card
rooms and, in Broward and Miami-Dade counties,
slot machines. Such “decoupling” would end a long-
standing requirement that races and jai alai perfor-
mances be held.

Legislative leaders decided to deal with the gam-
bling issues during a special session instead of trying
to cram them into this year’s 60-day regular session,
which ended last week.

With the Capitol slated to reopen to the public Fri-
day after being closed because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Sprowls’ memo Wednesday said COVID-19
procedures used for lawmakers, staff� members and
reporters during the regular session will not continue
during the special session.

“The mask, testing and social distancing protocols
that were in place for regular session will not be ap-
plied in special session,” the memo said.

Gambling
Continued from Page 1A

“It’s in favor of both parties, because

this is a long-lasting team.”
Marcellus Osceola Jr. Seminole Tribe of Florida chairman

Jacksonville’s Westside.
The O2O is part of a web of undeveloped areas that

nature enthusiasts have campaigned for more than a
decade to preserve as the Florida Wildlife Corridor. Sup-
porters laud the network as a way to maintain habitat
and travel routes for wildlife — from black bears to pan-
thers and gopher tortoises — that don’t co-exist well
with the state’s growing development.

In 2012, three corridor advocates hiked a winding,
1,000-mile trek from the Everglades to the Georgia bor-
der with a documentary fi�lmmaker, recording images of
wildlife and ecosystems in a state with 19 million people.

The expedition talked to people around the corridors,
but almost no one the travelers met seemed to grasp the
idea until they reached the Ocala National Forest and
points north, said Carlton Ward Jr., a Tampa-area na-
ture photographer who organized the expedition.

The state had added about 2.6 million more people by
last month, when the Florida Wildlife Corridor Act was
amended into a bill about a Central Florida river and
adopted to give managers of a state land-buying pro-
gram directions to encourage deals with willing owners
to protect corridor land.

Ward was in Tallahassee last month to talk to law-
makers about the wildlife corridor, handing out copies of
National Geographic with his photos and a story about
the Florida panther’s struggle to survive the state’s
growth. In a year when Florida’s $101.5 billion budget set
a spending record, the wildlife corridor helped point
lawmakers to a solution to one of the state’s growth
problems.

“When the fund came available, lawmakers had a
framework and a thought process to prioritize their in-
vestment in a green infrastructure,” Ward said.

Some property owners have been waiting for the
day the state wants that type of investment.

Doug Moore, a retired North Jacksonville dairy
farmer, said he’d like to make a deal to preserve about
2,400 acres he owns inside the O2O in Baker County,
but getting that set up has been slow going. He wants
to arrange a conservation easement, where he would
permanently give up development rights but continue
to own the land, which he said he’d maintain with
money received for the easement.

Moore said his property, which has one of North
Florida’s healthiest concentrations of an endangered
plant, Chapman’s fringed orchid, was at the top of a list
of deals during an earlier year when the Legislature
didn’t approve funding. He’s hopeful he can close a
deal in the coming year.

“I’m 74 years old. I don’t want to wait until I can’t get
it set up,” Moore said.

A $300 million budget for land deals could make
some bigger project possible too.

Weyerhaeuser’s 50,000 acres represented a big
enough investment that the company last year signed
up the land trust to help locate an agency that could
aff�ord to consider an easement on its property, which
stretches 16 miles through timberland, swamps and
wetlands north of Lake Butler.

Getting the land protected would fi�ll a big gap in the
O2O, but the easement could cost many millions that
agencies won’t even consider spending if the governor
doesn’t approve the Legislature’s decisions.

The wildlife corridor money might also matter to ef-
forts to preserve 541 acres in Marion County the land
trust has named Big Pine Preserve, touted as the site of
an old-growth longleaf forest that dates to a time when
Florida was a Spanish colony.

But big hopes won’t come to anything if the corridor
bill isn’t signed or the money is vetoed.

“We’ve got to get it over the goal line,” McCarthy
said.

Film producer Elam Stoltzfus, left, and photographer Carlton Ward, Jr. walk back to camp after
photographing Black Creek at Camp Blanding during a 1,000-mile journey across the Florida Wildlife
Corridor in 2012. WILL DICKEY/FLORIDA TIMES-UNION
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