Proposed law would guarantee access to Florida's beaches 
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GAINESVILLE — Attorneys and conservationists heard Saturday about efforts by the Surfrider Foundation to codify beach access for Florida residents and visitors at the final day of the Public Interest Environmental Conference at the University of Florida. 

Known as the Florida Open Beaches Act, the proposed law that is in draft form now seeks to ensure that beach goers in Florida can get there easily. 
Scott Shine, chairman of the Surfriders Foundation in Florida, said members of the Duval County delegation to the state Legislature have said the idea is a good one. And the Florida Department of Environmental Protection has come out in favor of such a bill. 

Though most people believe Florida law insures such access, it is actually through legal precedent and not statute that beaches belong to everyone, but there is no state law that requires access points. 

Shine said Florida residents should act now to insure beach access is a right they will keep in the future. 

Despite the Florida economy's dependence on tourists and the beaches that bring them here, there is, on average, one beach access point every five miles of coasts. That's roughly one entrance point for every 10,000 residents. 

And even some of those are blocked. 

In January, the Jacksonville chapter of Surfriders filed suit against St. Johns County, seeking the reopening of closed or badly obstructed beach access points along Ponte Vedra Beach. 

Shine showed slides of some of the contested points, including one that was crowded with cactus and blocked by a wooden sand fence. 

"It would take an armored vehicle to get through this," Shine said. 

Previous attempts to pass similar laws have failed, but Shine said the Surfriders are willing to work with legislators on what specific stipulations are most likely to help the act make it into law. 

About 200 people attended the Public Interest Environmental Conference that is in its 10th year. 

Founders of the conference said it came into existence when attorneys wanted another option for required continuing education classes besides those offered by the Florida Bar Association. Those classes focused mainly on finding loopholes in environmental laws. 

"There was no public interest focus," said David White, one of the conference's founders and director of the Southeastern Regional Office for The Ocean Conservancy. "We were not happy about that." 

Like-minded lawyers thought about breaking away from the bar to form a separate organization and came up with the conference to get the continuing education credits they needed. 

Law students at UF run the show, among them 26-year-old Ryan Osborne, who is in his final year of law school and seeking to work with the Conservancy of Southwest Florida as part of his course requirements. 

"The aim every year is to take a look at where we've been and where we're going with the state's environment and get people thinking about the environment," he said. 

The next such conference is set for Feb. 24-26, 2005, said Erika Zimmerman, who is finishing her second of three years in law school. 

Zimmerman said she didn't go into law to get rich, and that's good, because the line of work she's choosing isn't a road to wealth. 

But words help from journalist and novelist Carl Hiaasen, who was keynote speaker for the conference banquet Friday night. 

"You're the little guy, and you're doing God's work" he told a packed house of law students and practicing attorneys. 

