
Carol Mahler 
P.O. Box 644, Nocatee, FL  34268 

carolmahler3@gmail.com ~ 863-445-0789 

Although I was not born or raised here, I adopted DeSoto County as my home more than 
three decades ago and became a voter and tax payer. For 25 years, I have been member of the 
DeSoto County Historical Society and currently serve as the volunteer coordinator of the 
Society’s John Morgan Ingraham House Museum and the Howard and Velma Melton Historical 
Research Library. Researching property deeds, old newspaper articles, census records, and more 
has afforded me an understanding of local history. I speak for myself, not for that organization.

More than 100 years ago, the bed of Peace River was mined for pebble phosphate—first 
with men digging with picks and shovels and later with hydraulic dredges. Total amounts mined 
are dwarfed by today’s huge hauls from land deposits. Although river mining had ceased by 
1910, by the end of the next decade, Peace River was too polluted for swimming because of the 
upriver mining of land phosphate. The community advocated for the building a public swimming 
pool by 1918, and Ryan’s Pool was built in 1920.

Much of the land to be rezoned is in western DeSoto County, an area that was pioneered 
160 or more years ago. This year, Pine Level Methodist Church celebrates their 150th 
anniversary. The Town of Pine Level served as the county seat of Manatee from 1866 to 1887 
and was the first county seat of DeSoto for 18 months. Thanks to the efforts of the Historical 
Society, the 40-acre Pine Level townsite was listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 
2014. Two historic cemeteries—and several Native American burial mounds—are listed in the 
Florida Master Site File, and mining plans must protect and buffer these areas. However, the 
pattern of Native American occupation followed by early settlement on the Florida frontier was 
so scattered that sites and artifacts yet to be discovered or understood will be totally destroyed by 
the potential for mining of this zoning change.

7.  Influence living conditions:
People in Charlotte, Sarasota, and Manatee counties—as well as in our county—depend 

on Peace River to supply their drinking water. Horse Creek is a major tributary of the river, and 
rezoning land in the Horse Creek watershed to phosphate mining/industrial has the potential to 
permanently change the hydrology and affect the amount and quality of water in the river.

Strip mining for phosphate involves dewatering the ground to a depth of 50 feet or more, 
(a previous version of the county’s Comprehensive Plan noted that phosphate deposits were 90 
feet deep!) and how can such a process not dry up wells for residents in the surrounding areas? 
Who will want to live on or move to property with such compromised water resources?

11. Adversely affect property values in the adjacent area and deterrent to the improvement 
or development of adjacent property

The Lanier Law Firm with offices in New York, Texas, and California has filed class-
action lawsuit: “the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) identified industrial phosphate 
strip-mining operations that have scarred large areas of south central Florida and resulted in 
dangerous radiation contamination . . . . In Polk County communities including Oakbridge, 
Grasslands, Paradise Lakes, Floral Lakes and Angler’s Green, residents are being exposed to 
cancer-causing gamma rays, as well as potentially high levels of radon gas after unknowingly 
purchasing homes built on top of and around former mines. . . the result is a large-scale public 
health emergency that mining companies like Drummond Company and Mosaic Company are 
refusing to acknowledge” (https://lanierlawfirm.com/legal-practice-areas/florida-phosphate-
contamination)   Residents will not want to live near such areas—buy, build, or improve adjacent 
lands—for fear that what happened to those living on the former mine will also happen to them.
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13. A grant of special privilege:
Clay Settling Areas (CSAs) will cover 40 percent of the land mined in our county. CSAs 

typically rise 20 to 60 feet above ground level and cover 300-800 acres. Phosphatic clay swells 
and shrinks according to the amount of water available, so CSAs can not provide a stable 
foundation for buildings. They cannot be used for wetland mitigation because they “remain 
dynamic landscapes for decades after reclamation.” The phosphatic clay in CSAs has been found 
to have elevated levels of radionuclides compared to the natural soil. The mining and 
beneficiation processes concentrate these radionuclides in CSAs. Some crops—including those 
fed to livestock—grown on CSAs also contained elevated levels of radionuclides (Beaver, “An 
Overview of Phosphate Mining and Reclamation in Florida,” 2013, pp.15-16.)

Reclamation may disguise CSAs, but it will not transform these waste disposal sites. 
These toxic hills will stand as a foreign blight in DeSoto County, will permanently change its 
topography and landscape, and will grant a special privilege to the owner.

Phosphogypsum is a byproduct of producing fertilizer. “For every ton of fertilizer 
produced, 4.5 tons of phosphogypsum (CaSO4) are produced. While gypsum can be used for 
many products, the EPA does not allow the use of gypsum produced in Florida due to its elevated 
radioactivity and the harmful trace minerals this material contains. The gypsum is piled in stacks 
near the fertilizer processing plants. These stacks are up to 200 feet in height and create 
significant long-term management challenges (EPA, 2013)” (Beaver 9)

Mosaic has promised that DeSoto County will have no phosphogypsum stacks; however, 
the phosphate rock mined here will be processed for fertilizer, and the waste will be stockpiled. 
Sinkholes have formed in the stacks, and in Mulberry, 215 million gallons of “slightly 
radioactive, acidic water” drained into the Floridan aquifer (Tampa Bay Times, Sept. 2016). Our 
county should not contribute to this hazard that threatens the drinking water of South Florida. 

14. No substantial reason why property cannot be used in accord with existent zoning:
The matrix in our county has a lower phosphate concentration and a lower percentage of 

large phosphate pebble than in Polk County.  In addition, dolomite (MgO) is mixed into our 
county’s phosphate deposits and may make the product or a portion of it unusable (Beaver 9). 
According to a previous version of the county’s Comprehensive Plan, the phosphate ore is at a 
greater depth (90 feet below the surface) and of a lesser quality than that mined to the north.

Crops need phosphate, but they do not need phosphate rock. Phosphate is able to be 
easily processed from urine, and new technologies are making this process commercially viable 
according to article by Tiffany R. Jansen, “‘P’ is for phosphate: could urine solve a fertilizer 
shortage?” published in 2016. The University of Florida is working with this concept as well. 
Planting cover crops and other farming practices also reduce the need for fertilizer.

The mining process destroys soil—one of DeSoto County’s most valuable resources.
This county has a proud tradition of agriculture, and the 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture 
identified more than 80% of the county’s land as agricultural (https://www.agcensus.usda.gov/
Publications/2012/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Florida/cp12027.pdf). When I first moved 
here, I was told that the county had more cows than people and more orange trees than cows. In 
addition to cattle and citrus, other agricultural endeavors include sod farms, plant nurseries, 
blueberry and strawberry u-pick fields, watermelons and other truck farms. Rezoning this land 
from agriculture to phosphate mining/industrial has the potential to destroy farm and pasture land 
and will displace agricultural workers. A vote to rezone this land from agriculture to phosphate 
mining/industrial is a vote against traditional livelihoods and the county’s cultural heritage.
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