RAILS TO TRAILS 2024 YEAR END UPDATE

	We have continued to work with local government, particularly the Village of Estero, regarding its commitment to the safety and security of The Vines and ECC.  While we have steadfastly opposed any trail being built through the Vines and ECC, the government entities that we have pressed for action have listened and made some plans to accommodate our safety and security concerns. 

A Memorandum of Agreement was recently entered into between the Village of Estero, the City of Bonita Springs, Collier County and the Trust for Public Land.  That Agreement provides for cooperation and sharing of expenses for appraisals, environmental testing and surveying of the rail trail property.  While they agreed to “work to reach agreement” on raising the necessary funding for the acquisition, construction and management of the rail trail, the only financial commitments thus far are $5 million from each of Estero and Bonita Springs towards the purchase.  Conspicuously absent from this Agreement is Lee County, which has not yet committed to funding this project.
Most interesting is the exhibit to their Memorandum of Agreement, which depicts the development of the rail trail in two phases.  Phase 1 starts in northern Collier County and runs north, ending at Estero Parkway.  Phase 2 runs from Estero Parkway and runs northward to Alico Road.  In this scenario, the rail trail running through the Vines would be in Phase 2 of the project.
Here is what we expect in the near future.  These groups will endeavor to secure grant funding to make the purchase, while renegotiating with the Seminole Railroad to purchase the rail trail in two sections laid out by the two phases.  In that way, they will need less funding to make even a partial purchase by the March 2026 contract deadline.  If the Railroad refuses, the project could be in jeopardy.  We do not expect these government entities to let that happen, but the funding at present is far from the $82 million needed for the entire purchase.
Also in 2024, we were successful in having both the Village of Estero and the Metropolitan Planning Organization of Lee County place in their capital improvement plans to fund a bridge over Vintage Trace Circle and the golf cart crossing.  As the rail trail develops, we will continue to work on making that bridge a reality.
The Rails to Trails Committee is keeping abreast of all developments, will continue to work on behalf of our community, and will keep you informed of any updates as we learn them. 
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To stay up-to-date and support our cause, follow our Facebook and Instagram pages and click the “like” button on our posts. Please also ask all your family members and friends to follow. The more followers we get, the more impactful our message is.
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