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Preface
This handbook is designed to provide an accurate, current, 
and authoritative summary of the principal federal and 
state (Florida) laws that directly or indirectly relate to 
agriculture. This handbook provides a basic overview 
of the many rights and responsibilities that farmers and 
farmland owners have under both federal and state laws 
as well as the appropriate contact information to obtain 
more detailed information. However, the reader should be 
aware that because the laws, administrative rulings, and 
court decisions on which this handbook is based are subject 
to constant revision, portions of this publication could 
become outdated at any time. Several details of cited laws 
are also left out due to space limitations. This handbook is 
provided as an educational text for those interested in water 
use and water resource issues in Florida.

This handbook is distributed with the understanding that 
the authors are not engaged in rendering legal or other 
professional advice, and the information contained herein 
should not be regarded as a substitute for professional 
advice. This handbook is not all inclusive in providing 
information to achieve compliance with the federal and 
state laws and regulations governing water protection. For 
these reasons, the use of these materials by any person 
constitutes an agreement to hold harmless the authors, the 
UF/IFAS Center for Agricultural and Natural Resource Law, 

and UF/IFAS Extension for any liability claims, damages, or 
expenses that may be incurred by any person as a result of 
reference to or reliance on the information contained in this 
handbook. Note: UF/IFAS is the acronym for University of 
Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences.

SWCD Overview
Previous chapters of this Handbook of Florida Water 
Regulations discuss state agencies involved in water 
resource management, such as the Florida Department 
of Environmental Protection (FE593), Florida Water 
Management Districts (FE594), Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission (FE595), Florida Department of 
Agriculture and Consumer Services (FE596), and Florida 
Department of Health (FE597). For water resource issues 
in agricultural areas, the discussion of agencies working on 
water resource management would be incomplete without 
Florida Soil and Water Conservation Districts.

Florida’s Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs) 
were established in 1937, under Chapter 582, Florida 
Statutes, to oversee the state’s natural resource management 
programs (https://afcd.us/). Florida’s SWCD system is 
part of the nationwide system that was established in the 
1930s in response to the Dust Bowl environmental crisis, 
when dust storms related to droughts and soil erosion were 
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numerous and severe, especially in the southern Great 
Plains. Today, over 3,000 SWCDs exist nationwide.

Purpose of SWCD
The Florida legislature created soil and water conservation 
districts “to provide assistance, guidance, and education to 
landowners, land occupiers, the agricultural industry, and 
the general public in implementing land and water resource 
protection practices” (Chapter 582, Florida Statutes, 
Section 582.02). The overall goal of creating SWCDs was 
to promote the efficient use of soil and water resources by 
protecting water quality and preventing floodwater and 
sediment damage.

SWCDs are involved in such activities as implementing 
agricultural practices to protect soil, water, air, and wildlife; 
protect and restore water resources; work with developers 
to protect natural resources during construction stages; and 
implement outreach activities. Specifically, SWCDs may 
conduct research, teach best management practices for soil 
and water conservation, and develop comprehensive plans 
for soil erosion control and flood prevention.

Under the authority of the Soil Conservation Act, SWCDs 
identify areas within each district that require further 
conservation measures. SWCDs may adopt land-use 
regulations that can require certain agricultural practices 
such as contour cultivation, strip cropping, and the planting 
of erosion-preventative vegetation. However, SWCDs do 
not have the power to enforce these regulations.

Structure of SWCD
Florida has 58 SWCDs (see https://afcd.us/florida-
swcd-districts/ for an interactive map). Each SWCD is 
self-governed by a board composed of locally elected 
supervisors. Candidates for the SWCD boards are elected 
in a general election to a four-year term. Supervisors (1) 
conduct studies, surveys, and research relating to soil and 
water and (2) conduct projects for conservation, protection, 
and restoration of soil and water sources, including agri-
cultural best management practice demonstration projects 
(Chapter 582, Florida Statutes, Section 582.20).

Partnerships with SWCD
SWCDs work together with federal, state, and local agen-
cies to provide assistance and guidance to agricultural 
landowners and the public. They serve as a liaison between 
landowners and regulatory agencies. SWCDs obtain fund-
ing from state and federal cost-share programs which can 

be used for environmental practices, emergency watershed 
projects, and federal disaster relief.

At the federal level, the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS), a branch of the United States Department 
of Agriculture, works with the SWCD boards to offer farm-
ers assistance through such programs as the Conservation 
Technical Assistance Program in conserving and maintain-
ing their soil, water, and other natural resources against 
such damages as topsoil and water erosion of their fields. 
It also helps farmers limit water contamination and water 
misuse on their farms. All NRCS measures are voluntary 
and are often referred to as best management practices. In 
addition to NRCS, SWCDs regularly partner with other 
agencies, such as the Florida Department of Agriculture 
and Consumer Services.

Associations of Conservation 
Districts
The Association of Florida Conservation Districts and 
the National Association of Conservation Districts assist 
and coordinate SWCDs with natural resource endeavors. 
These non-profit agencies act as a unified voice and liaison 
to represent Districts to State and Federal Agencies and to 
outside organization.

Sources
Chapter 528, Florida Statutes

Association of Florida Conservation Districts

National Association of Conservation Districts
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