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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

What follows is not an allegation of individual misconduct. It is a structural analysis — a 
methodical examination of how Miami-Dade County's regulatory apparatus has been 
engineered, whether by design or institutional drift, to convert land classification 
ambiguity into compulsory revenue. The system functions. It simply functions in the 
wrong direction.

Miami-Dade County operates a wetland regulatory framework that is structurally incapable of 

distinguishing between genuine ecologically functional wetland and artificially inundated, 

historically farmed agricultural land. This incapacity is not a deficiency. It is the mechanism. The 

failure to draw that distinction generates mitigation obligations, UMAM scoring fees, permit 

conditions, conservation easements, and grant-eligible restoration projects — all of which 

produce measurable financial return to the county and its institutional partners.

The source document appended to this analysis — a regulatory correspondence set involving 

the Uniform Mitigation Assessment Method (UMAM) scoring of parcels in Miami-Dade County 

— reveals, with clinical precision, how this system operates at the parcel level. Agricultural land 

documented as actively farmed, drained by infrastructure, and historically not meeting the three-

parameter wetland test is repeatedly scored, reclassified, and assessed as wetland. Each such 

classification triggers a cascade of financial obligations on the landowner and financial 

opportunities for the county.

This report dissects that cascade across six analytical domains: (1) the structural defects in the 

classification methodology; (2) the inflation mechanics embedded in UMAM scoring; (3) the 

mitigation fee architecture and who captures the proceeds; (4) grant eligibility manipulation 

through misclassification; (5) land value suppression as an acquisition tool; and (6) the 

environmental overlay system as a compulsory leverage instrument.

The conclusion is not that the county is doing something illegal. The conclusion is that 
the regulatory machine has been structured so that misclassifying farmland as wetland 
is, from an institutional standpoint, more profitable than classifying it correctly.
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I. CLASSIFICATION METHODOLOGY: DESIGNED TO 
FAIL

1.1  The Three-Parameter Wetland Test and Its Deliberate Non-Enforcement

Federal wetland delineation under the 1987 Corps of Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual 

requires satisfaction of three simultaneous, independently verifiable criteria: hydrophytic 

vegetation, hydric soils, and wetland hydrology. The operative word is simultaneous. All three 

must be present. The absence of any one parameter is disqualifying.

Miami-Dade County's local regulatory practice, as evidenced in the subject correspondence, 

applies these parameters selectively and sequentially rather than conjunctively. When 

vegetation indicators are borderline, the scoring process relies on soil characteristics in 

isolation. When hydrology has been artificially induced by adjacent infrastructure or altered 

drainage patterns, that induced hydrology is treated as evidence of natural wetland function 

rather than evidence of artificial inundation. When historic aerial photography documents 

continuous row-crop agricultural use — the most unambiguous indicator that land was not 

functioning as wetland at the time of federal baseline establishment — that evidence is 

discounted or omitted entirely from the scoring record.

The procedural result is that land which fails the three-parameter test under any competent, 

good-faith application of the 1987 Manual is repeatedly classified as jurisdictional wetland. This 

is not evaluator error at the margins. This is systematic.

1.2  Agricultural History as an Excluded Variable

Federal law explicitly carves out converted cropland from Section 404 wetland jurisdiction under 

the Swampbuster provisions of the Food Security Act and the prior-converted cropland (PCC) 

exemption. Land that was in continuous agricultural production before December 23, 1985 — 

and that was drained, flooded, or otherwise manipulated for agricultural use before that date — 

is categorically excluded from jurisdictional wetland classification under Section 404.

Miami-Dade County's application of UMAM scoring to parcels within the Agricultural Reserve 

and adjacent agricultural zones routinely ignores this exemption. The prior-converted cropland 

determination, which should precede and in many cases terminate any UMAM scoring process, 

is either omitted from the record or deferred to a separate, slower federal process that allows 

the county to proceed with local regulatory action in the interim.

The prior-converted cropland exemption is not a technicality. It is a substantive limitation 
on regulatory jurisdiction. Applying UMAM scoring to PCC-eligible land is not merely 
procedurally questionable — it is an assertion of jurisdiction that does not legally exist.
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The practical effect is that landowners subjected to local wetland regulation on prior-converted 

cropland bear the cost of a regulatory burden that federal law specifically prohibits. The county 

collects permit fees, imposes mitigation obligations, and in some cases acquires development 

rights or conservation easements on land it has no lawful authority to regulate as wetland.

1.3  Induced Hydrology and the Infrastructure Paradox

Miami-Dade County's drainage infrastructure — the network of canals, pump stations, and 

control structures managed by the South Florida Water Management District — actively controls 

water levels across vast portions of the county, including areas classified as jurisdictional 

wetland. This creates a perverse regulatory loop: the county classifies land as wetland based on 

hydrological indicators that are themselves a product of county-controlled infrastructure, then 

regulates that land as if its hydrological character is natural and self-sustaining.

When water control structures are used to maintain artificially elevated water tables in adjacent 

agricultural parcels — a documented practice that occurs when drainage pumping is reduced or 

diverted — the resulting surface inundation creates temporary hydrological signatures 

consistent with wetland indicators. These temporary signatures are then captured by field 

assessors during site visits and used to support wetland classification. The agricultural operator, 

who has historically depended on drainage infrastructure to farm the land, is then told that the 

inundation that interrupted farming is evidence that the land is actually a wetland.

This argument is circular. The county uses its control over drainage infrastructure to create 

hydrological conditions, then uses those conditions as evidence to support regulatory 

jurisdiction over the land that those conditions affect. The regulatory output — wetland 

classification — is a direct consequence of administrative input — infrastructure operation. The 

landowner has no independent means to challenge either the infrastructure decision or the 

classification that results from it.

1.4  Baseline Manipulation Through Selective Temporal Reference

UMAM scores are comparative. They assess the current functional value of a wetland relative to 

an optimal reference standard. The selection of the reference condition — what a "fully 

functional" wetland of the relevant type looks like — has an enormous effect on the resulting 

score and, consequently, on the mitigation obligation imposed.

In Miami-Dade County, reference conditions for wetland scoring in the Agricultural Reserve 

zone are frequently drawn from reference sites that represent restored or managed wetlands 

rather than the natural wetland community type that would have historically occurred on the 

subject parcel. This selection inflates the apparent deficit between the subject parcel's current 

condition and the reference standard, which directly increases the UMAM score gap, which 
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directly increases the mitigation obligation. More mitigation obligation means more fees, more 

credits purchased, more conservation land acquired.

The selection of reference sites is a technical decision with massive financial consequences. It 

is also a decision that is made internally, by assessors employed or contracted by the regulatory 

agency, with no independent audit and no standardized protocol for matching reference 

condition to parcel-specific historical ecology. This is not a neutral technical choice. It is a 

financial lever.

II. UMAM INFLATION: THE SCORING MECHANISM AS 
REVENUE ENGINE

2.1  How UMAM Works and Where It Breaks

The Uniform Mitigation Assessment Method assigns numerical scores to wetland parcels across 

three functional categories: Water Environment, Biological Condition, and Community Structure. 

Each category is scored on a 0–10 scale, with 10 representing the theoretical optimum. The 

final score, combined with acreage, produces a "functional assessment area" — a unit used to 

calculate mitigation requirements. Higher functional deficits require proportionally more 

mitigation.

The UMAM framework was designed for a specific purpose: to quantify the functional difference 

between an impacted wetland and its reference condition so that mitigation can be scaled to 

actual ecological loss. Used correctly and conservatively, it is a reasonable tool. Used 

aggressively, it becomes a mechanism for extracting the maximum mitigation obligation from 

the minimum evidentiary basis.

Miami-Dade County's application of UMAM to misclassified agricultural land produces scores 

that are, by construction, inflated. If the subject parcel is not a wetland — if it is prior-converted 

cropland with induced hydrology and degraded vegetation resulting from agricultural use — then 

its "baseline" wetland function is near zero or negative. A near-zero baseline produces a near-

maximum functional deficit, which produces a maximum mitigation obligation. The worse the 

county characterizes the current condition of land that should not be classified as wetland at all, 

the larger the financial obligation it can impose.
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2.2  Assessor Discretion as a Financial Variable

UMAM guidelines preserve significant assessor discretion in all three scoring categories. 

Vegetation composition, wildlife use, stressor identification, connectivity ratings — all involve 

professional judgment calls that can legitimately produce a range of scores across competent 

assessors. This discretion is appropriate in genuine wetland assessments. It is a structural 

problem when applied to land that should not be classified as wetland.

In the subject correspondence, UMAM scoring characterizations applied to agricultural parcels 

routinely emphasize indicators of disturbance and functional degradation — invasive species 

presence, fragmented canopy, altered hydrology, absence of wildlife refugia — while omitting or 

minimizing evidence of intensive historic agricultural use that explains all of these characteristics 

and, more importantly, establishes the PCC exemption. The assessor is not lying. The assessor 

is characterizing what is observed. But the frame — wetland being assessed for mitigation — 

determines what is observed as significant and what is dismissed as irrelevant.

A field with exotic weeds, compacted soils, and altered drainage is, in an agricultural 
context, a disturbed farm. In a UMAM assessment frame, those same characteristics are 
evidence of a degraded wetland requiring mitigation. The difference between those two 
interpretations is not ecological. It is jurisdictional. And jurisdiction is what the county is 
fighting to establish.

2.3  The Mitigation Credit Market: Pricing the Output of Misclassification

Mitigation obligations created by UMAM scores must be satisfied. In Miami-Dade County, 

satisfaction options include: on-site mitigation (typically infeasible for agricultural landowners), 

in-lieu fee payment to the county's Environmental Enhancement Trust Fund, or purchase of 

mitigation credits from a private or public mitigation bank.

Miami-Dade County operates or participates in mitigation banking arrangements within the 

Agricultural Reserve area. The county's own conservation lands — including lands acquired 

through purchase or dedication under development agreements — generate mitigation credits 

that are then sold to permit applicants required to purchase mitigation by UMAM-driven permit 

conditions. This creates a closed financial loop: the county's regulatory apparatus generates 

mitigation demand, and the county's conservation portfolio supplies mitigation credits to satisfy 

that demand. The county is simultaneously the regulator that creates the obligation and the 

vendor that profits from its fulfillment.

The per-credit price for mitigation in the Agricultural Reserve zone is not publicly audited against 

independent market comparables. Credit prices set by county-affiliated entities benefit from the 

same information asymmetry that characterizes the classification process: landowners subject 

to mitigation obligations have no independent means to verify that the credit prices they are 
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being charged reflect actual market value rather than administrative pricing set to maximize 

revenue.

MECHANISM FINANCIAL CONSEQUENCE

Aggressive UMAM scoring Inflated functional deficit → larger mitigation obligation

PCC exemption ignored Unlawful jurisdiction asserted → fees collected without legal basis

Reference site inflation Artificially elevated deficit → proportionally larger credit purchase

County credit supply County creates demand and satisfies demand → double revenue 
capture

In-lieu fee deposits Fees pooled in county trust fund → unrestricted discretionary use

Assessor discretion Scoring variability exploited in county's favor → no external audit

III. MITIGATION FEE ARCHITECTURE: WHO HOLDS 
THE MONEY

3.1  The Environmental Enhancement Trust Fund as an Unaudited Revenue 
Pool

Miami-Dade County's Environmental Enhancement Trust Fund (EETF) receives in-lieu fee 

payments from permit applicants unable or unwilling to satisfy mitigation obligations through 

direct land action. The fund's mandate is to use deposited funds for wetland restoration and 

enhancement within the relevant service area. The fund's governance does not require that 

expenditures produce documented functional equivalence to the mitigation obligations that 

generated the deposits. This is not a minor administrative gap. It is the mechanism by which in-

lieu fees become discretionary revenue.

In a properly functioning mitigation fee system, each deposit is traceable to a specific permitted 

impact, and each expenditure is verifiable against a documented functional restoration outcome. 

The EETF's administrative structure does not require this traceability at the project level. 

Deposits are aggregated. Expenditures are allocated programmatically. The relationship 

between a specific mitigation obligation imposed on a specific landowner and a specific 

restoration outcome on a specific parcel is, in most cases, unverifiable.

The practical consequence is that in-lieu fees collected on the basis of misclassified agricultural 

land — fees that should never have been imposed — enter a general fund that finances county-

directed land management activity. The landowner who paid the fee cannot trace where the 
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money went. The agency that collected the fee is not required to demonstrate that it produced a 

restoration outcome commensurate with the obligation it was supposed to satisfy.

3.2  Permit Condition Architecture: Engineering Compliance Costs

Beyond direct UMAM-driven mitigation obligations, Miami-Dade County uses permit condition 

architecture to impose ongoing financial burdens on landowners with misclassified parcels. 

These conditions include: long-term monitoring requirements, annual compliance reporting with 

associated consultant costs, vegetation management plans, structural modifications to drainage 

infrastructure, and deed restrictions affecting land use flexibility.

Each of these conditions imposes costs that accumulate independently of the initial permit fee. 

A landowner subject to a permit on a misclassified parcel may spend more on compliance over 

a ten-year period than the initial mitigation obligation required — paying consultants to certify 

annually that conditions that should never have been imposed are being met, to regulatory 

standards set by the same agency that imposed them.

The permit condition framework also creates leverage for subsequent regulatory action. A 

landowner in non-compliance with permit conditions on a misclassified parcel faces 

enforcement exposure that is entirely derivative of the original misclassification. The 

enforcement threat then becomes a pressure instrument in negotiations over land use, 

development rights, and conservation acquisitions — at prices that reflect regulatory impairment 

rather than unencumbered agricultural market value.

3.3  The Conservation Acquisition Pipeline

The most direct financial consequence of systematic misclassification is its effect on 

conservation land acquisition. Miami-Dade County, through its Miami-Dade Forever program 

and related acquisition initiatives, purchases conservation land within the Agricultural Reserve 

and adjacent zones. Land classified as jurisdictional wetland — regardless of whether that 

classification is supportable — trades at a substantial discount to land with unrestricted 

agricultural or developmental value. A parcel subject to wetland classification, mitigation 

obligations, permit conditions, and environmental overlays may trade at 40–60% of the value of 

a comparable parcel without those encumbrances.

When the county acquires that discounted parcel, it does so at a price that reflects the 

regulatory impairment the county itself created. The county then books the acquisition at 

conservation value — which, for grant reimbursement purposes, is typically calculated at or 

above the acquisition price. The regulatory impairment that depressed the purchase price is not 

reflected as a liability in the acquisition accounting. It is, functionally, a county subsidy to itself: 

the county uses its regulatory authority to reduce land value, then acquires land at that reduced 



EDUCATIONAL ANALYSIS — REGULATORY FRAMEWORK REVIEW  |  Miami-Dade County Wetland Misclassification System

Prepared for Educational Purposes Only — Not Legal Advice Page 9

value, then claims conservation credit at the full ecological value the land would have if it were 

not artificially encumbered.

This is not passive benefit from regulatory activity. It is a structured acquisition pipeline 
in which misclassification functions as the mechanism for generating below-market 
purchase prices on land the county intends to acquire. The regulatory machine is, in this 
context, an acquisition financing tool.

IV. GRANT ELIGIBILITY: MONETIZING 
MISCLASSIFICATION THROUGH FEDERAL FUNDING

4.1  State and Federal Grant Programs That Reward Wetland Acreage

Florida's Conservation and Recreation Lands (CARL) program, the Florida Communities Trust, 

the Water Management District Land Acquisition programs, and federal matching grant 

mechanisms under the North American Wetlands Conservation Act all predicate funding 

eligibility partly or entirely on the conservation value of the land being acquired — including its 

wetland acreage and functional quality. Higher wetland acreage, combined with higher UMAM-

scored functional quality, produces larger grant awards.

If the county acquires a parcel that has been classified as wetland through the processes 

described in this report — a parcel that is, in substantive fact, prior-converted agricultural land 

— and then presents that parcel for grant reimbursement as a wetland acquisition, the grant 

application contains a material representation that is not supportable under the applicable 

classification standards. The county receives federal or state grant funds predicated on a 

wetland classification that would not survive independent technical scrutiny.

This is not a hypothetical risk. The Agricultural Reserve area in Miami-Dade County has been 

the subject of multiple grant-funded acquisitions. The parcel-level classification documentation 

supporting those acquisitions has not been systematically audited against the PCC exemption 

record or against independent three-parameter analysis. The classification record that supports 

grant eligibility is the same classification record that this analysis identifies as structurally 

compromised.

4.2  The Restoration Grant Multiplier

Beyond acquisition grants, misclassified agricultural land generates eligibility for restoration 

grants. A degraded wetland — as UMAM scoring systematically characterizes misclassified 

agricultural land — is eligible for federal and state restoration funding under programs including 
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the Environmental Protection Agency's Wetlands Program Development Grants, the Natural 

Resources Conservation Service's Wetlands Reserve Easement program, and the Army Corps 

of Engineers' Continuing Authorities Program.

The logic is self-reinforcing: UMAM scores characterize agricultural land as degraded wetland; 

degraded wetland status generates restoration grant eligibility; restoration grants fund activity on 

land that may not be jurisdictional wetland at all; completed restoration activity generates 

documentation that the land is now functioning as wetland, which retroactively reinforces the 

original classification. Each step in this cycle produces institutional revenue and locks in 

classification outcomes that become progressively more difficult to challenge.

4.3  Grant Accounting and the Classification Record

Grant applications require documentation of pre-acquisition condition. For wetland restoration 

grants, this documentation typically includes baseline UMAM scores, existing condition 

assessments, and conservation easement language. This documentation — produced through 

the same compromised assessment process described throughout this report — becomes the 

evidentiary foundation of federal grant files.

Once a grant has been awarded and funds expended, the classification record embedded in the 

grant file acquires a degree of institutional permanence that is very difficult to challenge. A 

landowner seeking to contest the wetland classification of a parcel that has been the subject of 

a grant-funded restoration project must overcome not only the county's current regulatory 

position but also a federal grant record that assumes the classification is correct. The grant 

process entrenches the classification. It converts a technically questionable regulatory 

determination into a federally ratified fact.

V. LAND VALUE MANIPULATION: REGULATORY 
SUPPRESSION AS ACQUISITION TOOL

5.1  The Anatomy of Regulatory Value Suppression

Property value in Miami-Dade County is a function of permitted use. Land with unrestricted 

agricultural use rights, no wetland classification, and no environmental overlay trades at its 

highest and best use value as determined by zoning and market conditions in the Agricultural 

Reserve. Land with wetland classification, UMAM-triggered mitigation obligations, permit 

conditions, monitoring requirements, and conservation overlay trades at a fraction of that value. 
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The regulatory burden is not a minor discount. In the Agricultural Reserve zone, the difference 

between unencumbered and fully encumbered parcels can represent 50–70% of appraised 

value.

The county controls the regulatory instruments that determine whether any given parcel 

occupies the unencumbered or encumbered category. It controls wetland classification through 

its assessors. It controls permit condition architecture through its environmental reviewers. It 

controls environmental overlay designation through its comprehensive plan administration. It 

controls conservation easement recording through its acquisition program. Any one of these 

instruments, applied individually, creates some value impact. Applied in combination — 

sequentially or simultaneously — they produce value suppression that makes voluntary sale to 

the county at below-market prices the rational economic choice for the landowner.

5.2  The Willing Seller Fiction

Miami-Dade County's conservation acquisition program operates under a willing seller policy: it 

does not use eminent domain to acquire conservation land; it purchases only from willing 

sellers. This policy is presented as a protection for landowner rights. In the context of systematic 

misclassification, it functions as the opposite.

A landowner whose property has been classified as wetland, subjected to permit conditions, 

enrolled in monitoring requirements, assessed for mitigation obligations, and encumbered by 

environmental overlays is not a willing seller in any meaningful sense. The landowner is a seller 

whose options have been systematically narrowed by regulatory action that is itself the subject 

of this analysis. The decision to sell is rational given the regulatory environment — which is 

precisely the environment the county's regulatory apparatus has created.

Calling a sale "voluntary" when the seller's alternatives have been structurally narrowed 
by the buyer's own regulatory apparatus is not a neutral administrative characterization. 
It is a framing mechanism that obscures the coercive economic conditions under which 
the transaction occurs.

5.3  Appraisal Standards and the Regulatory Baseline

Florida law requires that conservation acquisitions be supported by independent appraisals. 

Those appraisals establish fair market value as of the appraisal date, under the regulatory 

conditions that exist at that date. If the regulatory conditions as of the appraisal date include 

wetland classification and associated encumbrances, the appraisal will reflect a value that 

incorporates those encumbrances — even if those encumbrances are subject to legitimate 

dispute.

An appraisal of a misclassified parcel does not test whether the classification is correct. It 

accepts the regulatory record as given and values the land accordingly. The county then 
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acquires the land at the appraised value, which reflects the suppressed value that the county's 

own regulatory action created. The appraisal process, rather than being a check on the county's 

conduct, becomes an instrument for formalizing the financial consequences of that conduct.

Independent appraisers operating in Miami-Dade County's agricultural zones are aware of the 

regulatory environment. Their comparable sales data reflects the market prices of other 

encumbered parcels — which are themselves encumbered by the same regulatory framework. 

The appraisal process is self-referential: it values misclassified land against comparables that 

are also misclassified, producing systematically depressed values that cannot be corrected 

within the existing appraisal methodology.

VI. ENVIRONMENTAL OVERLAYS: THE 
COMPULSORY LEVERAGE INSTRUMENT

6.1  The Overlay System and Its Jurisdictional Multiplication Effect

Miami-Dade County's Environmental Protection Overlay (EPO), Wellfield Protection Overlay, 

Coastal Construction Control Line, and Urban Development Boundary create a layered 

regulatory environment in which a single parcel can be simultaneously subject to multiple 

independent sources of regulatory authority. Each overlay operates through its own permitting 

requirements, its own review processes, and its own condition architecture. A parcel subject to 

three overlays requires three separate approval pathways, each capable of imposing 

independent mitigation obligations, permit conditions, and monitoring requirements.

Wetland classification does not independently trigger all overlay provisions. But in practice, 

wetland classification is frequently co-occurring with EPO designation, proximity-based wellfield 

protection requirements, and agricultural reserve boundary conditions that collectively create a 

regulatory burden far exceeding what any single classification would produce. The combination 

of these overlays with wetland classification produces a regulatory environment in which the 

cost of any permitted activity — farming, drainage maintenance, infrastructure repair — is high 

enough to make agricultural continuation economically irrational.

6.2  The Agricultural Reserve Boundary as a Classification Catalyst

Miami-Dade County's Urban Development Boundary (UDB) and Agricultural Reserve (AR) 

designation are planning tools intended to concentrate development and preserve agricultural 
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land. In practice, the AR designation interacts with wetland classification in ways that amplify the 

regulatory burden on landowners inside the reserve.

Land inside the AR is subject to density limitations that make residential or commercial 

development economically infeasible. Land inside the AR that is also classified as wetland is 

subject to additional restrictions that make intensive agricultural use expensive or impossible. 

The combination forecloses both development-based exit strategies and productive agricultural 

use. The landowner is left with a parcel that cannot be developed, cannot be farmed 

economically, and is encumbered by regulatory obligations that reduce its conservation market 

value to the point where sale to the county is the only viable option.

This outcome is not an unintended consequence of parallel regulatory systems operating 

independently. It is the functional result of the interaction between planning designation and 

regulatory classification — an interaction that the county controls and that systematically 

produces the outcome most favorable to conservation acquisition at below-market prices.

6.3  The Overlay Appeal Architecture: Designed for Attrition

Challenging an environmental overlay designation in Miami-Dade County requires 

administrative petition, documentary evidence meeting agency-set technical standards, agency 

review by the same regulatory staff whose determinations are being challenged, and in most 

cases a formal hearing before a body that includes agency representatives. The process is 

time-consuming, technically expensive, and resolved by institutions with a direct financial 

interest in the outcome of the overlay designation.

Legal challenge beyond the administrative level requires demonstrated exhaustion of 

administrative remedies, documented harm sufficient to establish standing, and legal arguments 

navigating a body of administrative deference doctrine that systematically favors agency 

determination over landowner challenge. A landowner with a misclassified parcel who wishes to 

contest overlay-based regulatory burden must spend legal and technical resources that, in 

many cases, exceed the economic benefit of a successful challenge — particularly given that 

land value has already been suppressed by the time the challenge is initiated.

The appeal architecture is not designed to be accessible. It is designed to be survivable only by 

institutional actors with the resources to sustain prolonged administrative litigation. Individual 

agricultural landowners — the primary owners of the parcels subject to the classification issues 

described in this report — are not those actors. The process is, in practice, a mechanism for 

converting regulatory determinations into permanent outcomes regardless of their technical 

validity.
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VII. THE SOURCE DOCUMENT: A PARCEL-LEVEL 
ILLUSTRATION OF THE SYSTEM

7.1  What the Correspondence Reveals

The regulatory correspondence submitted with this analysis documents a UMAM assessment 

sequence involving agricultural parcels in Miami-Dade County. The correspondence is, in one 

sense, unremarkable — it is routine regulatory correspondence of the kind generated thousands 

of times per year in the county's environmental review process. In another sense, it is a precise 

illustration of every structural failure described in this report, compressed into a single 

transactional record.

The parcel at issue has documented agricultural history. Historic aerial photography establishes 

long-term cultivation. Drainage infrastructure — ditches, pumps, control structures — is 

documented. The land does not present the natural hydrological characteristics of a self-

sustaining wetland system. Yet the UMAM assessment proceeds as if the three-parameter 

analysis has been resolved in the county's favor, without transparent documentation of how 

each parameter was evaluated and what evidence was considered and rejected.

7.2  Scoring Characterizations That Cannot Be Justified Against the 
Agricultural Record

The UMAM scoring in the subject correspondence assigns functional deficit scores that reflect a 

characterization of the parcel as a degraded wetland rather than as agricultural land with 

induced hydrological signatures. The vegetation assessment emphasizes exotic and 

disturbance-tolerant species without contextualizing their presence as a consequence of 

intensive agricultural management. The hydrology assessment treats canal-induced inundation 

as evidence of natural wetland function.

These characterizations are internally consistent within the UMAM framework. They are 

externally inconsistent with the documentary record of the parcel's history. The assessors are 

applying a wetland scoring methodology to land that the documentary record suggests should 

have been excluded from wetland jurisdiction before the methodology was applied. The result is 

a technically produced number — a UMAM score — that appears authoritative but is predicated 

on a classification determination that was never independently verified.

7.3  The Absence of PCC Analysis

The correspondence record does not contain a prior-converted cropland determination. It does 

not reference the Food Security Act exemption. It does not document whether a request for 

NRCS PCC determination was made or whether federal jurisdictional consultation was sought 



EDUCATIONAL ANALYSIS — REGULATORY FRAMEWORK REVIEW  |  Miami-Dade County Wetland Misclassification System

Prepared for Educational Purposes Only — Not Legal Advice Page 15

before local wetland jurisdiction was asserted. This absence is not a minor procedural gap. It is 

the linchpin failure that makes every subsequent step in the assessment sequence procedurally 

defective.

A regulatory record that asserts local wetland jurisdiction over agricultural land without first 

resolving whether that jurisdiction is legally available is not a complete record. It is a record that 

has been constructed around a jurisdictional determination that was never formally made. The 

UMAM score built on top of that incomplete record does not inherit the omission's deficiency — 

it amplifies it, because the score becomes the apparent technical basis for obligations that trace 

to a jurisdictional assertion that has never been independently verified.

The absence of a PCC determination in the correspondence record is not a clerical 
oversight. It is the signature of a classification process that has been structured to avoid 
the inquiry most likely to terminate county regulatory authority over the subject parcel.

VIII. SYSTEMIC REMEDIES: WHAT CORRECTION 
REQUIRES

8.1  Independent Technical Audit

Every wetland determination currently supporting an active permit, mitigation obligation, or 

conservation easement in the Miami-Dade Agricultural Reserve must be subjected to 

independent technical re-evaluation by assessors with no institutional relationship to Miami-

Dade County or its mitigation banking partners. That re-evaluation must include a mandatory 

prior-converted cropland determination by NRCS before any UMAM scoring is conducted or 

reviewed.

8.2  Separation of the County's Regulator and Vendor Roles

Miami-Dade County cannot function as both the regulatory authority that creates mitigation 

demand and the mitigation credit supplier that profits from that demand. The county's 

participation in mitigation banking must be structurally separated from its regulatory permitting 

function — through independent oversight, transparent pricing, or divestiture of county 

mitigation credit operations.

8.3  Grant Record Audit

Every grant application submitted by Miami-Dade County that includes wetland acreage derived 

from Agricultural Reserve parcels should be audited against the classification record for those 
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parcels. Where parcels are determined to have been misclassified, grant representations 

predicated on those classifications should be formally corrected and, where appropriate, 

reported to granting agencies.

8.4  Appraisal Methodology Reform

Conservation acquisitions in Miami-Dade County must require appraisals that separately value 

the parcel as if no challenged regulatory encumbrances existed, and as if those encumbrances 

were valid. The difference between these two values must be documented and disclosed. 

Where that difference exceeds a material threshold — suggesting that the county's regulatory 

activity was a substantial contributor to the below-market acquisition price — the acquisition 

must be reviewed by an independent oversight body before closing.

8.5  Administrative Process Reform

The appeal architecture for wetland classification challenges must be restructured so that 

landowners can challenge classifications before they are embedded in permit conditions, 

conservation easements, or grant records. Mandatory pre-classification review periods, 

independent technical review panels with no agency affiliation, and fee-shifting provisions for 

successful challenges would collectively reduce the attrition dynamic that currently makes 

administrative challenge economically irrational.

IX. CONCLUSION: THE MACHINE AND ITS OUTPUT

The system described in this report is not a collection of individual failures. It is a functioning 

machine. Its parts — classification methodology, UMAM scoring, mitigation fee architecture, 

grant eligibility rules, appraisal standards, overlay instruments, and appeal architecture — 

interact with each other in ways that produce a consistent and predictable output: the 

conversion of agricultural land into regulated wetland, followed by the extraction of financial 

value from that conversion through mitigation fees, grant awards, credit sales, and below-

market acquisitions.

The system described in this analysis does not require bad actors. It requires only institutional 

actors following the rules as written and the practices as established. An assessor applying 

UMAM scoring to a parcel without first resolving PCC exemption eligibility is following the 

process as it exists. A permit officer imposing mitigation conditions based on that UMAM score 

is following the regulatory framework as written. A grants officer submitting an acquisition for 

federal reimbursement based on county classification records is following grant program 
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requirements. Each individual step is procedurally defensible. The aggregate outcome warrants 

scrutiny.

The systemic failure is located precisely at the point where institutional incentives align with 

particular classification outcomes — where classifying land as wetland produces more revenue, 

more grant eligibility, more acquisition opportunities, and more credit sales than classifying it 

correctly. Until the institutional incentive structure is corrected, the machine will continue to 

produce the same output. Procedure reform at the margins will not alter the fundamental 

alignment of incentives. Structural separation of the county's regulatory and vendor roles, 

mandatory independent classification review, and genuine legal accountability for 

misclassification will.

The question is not whether the regulatory system contains errors. All complex 
regulatory systems contain errors. The question is whether Miami-Dade County's 
wetland regulatory system is structured so that its errors consistently favor the county's 
financial interests over the legal rights of agricultural landowners. The answer, on the 
evidence of this analysis, is yes.

END OF ANALYSIS
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