Florida’s Working Landscapes -Will They Be Around In The Future?
Evolving Tools Can Assist In Their Conservation

Farmingand ranchingarein the blood of the families and individuas that work the land.
Through difficult times Florida s farmers and ranchers have been workinghard to
compete in the modern world, survive and pass their economy and culturedongto the
following generation. For years, the irding cost of land combined with an aging farmer
population, among other factors, have led many large Floridafarms and ranches to be
eyed morefor their potertial development vaue than farming value. Future nodes of
development, towns and even new cities were being negotiated out of the whole cloth of
Florida s limited and precious working ranch and farm | andscapes and new projects were
arising as endl ess suburban expansion, retirement communities or as new boutique towns
on aranch-by-ranch gpproach (without adiversified underlying economic base).

The pressures to develop were so red and extreme that many agricultura operations were
being gpproached by land use attorney s and peculators looking to broker dedsto

convert rura agricultura lands into urban developments. T hen the bottom dropped out of
the financial and red estate market and many investor driven projectstumbled in vaue
and bloated expectations of Florida s rurd lands faltered. Nevertheless out of tough
times innovation often follows. To help sustain Florida s working rura landscapes and
the diverse ecosy stemsthey cortain, avariety of new tools are beingused. Nowhere is
the exploration of new tools more gpparent than in south Floridaand in the Northern
Everdades basin between Orlando and Lake Okeechobee.
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For these areas, the changing economic circumstances of the past few years may be
fostering recognition of the high vaue of rural land for rural enterprises, rural culture,
natural wildlife conservation oppor tuniti es and ecosystem services inherent to these
landscapes. Further, within thisNorthern Evergades area, water storage, attenuation and
nutrient control objectives [clearly outlined in the Comprehensive Ever d ades Restoration
Program (CERP) and the Lake Okeechobee Protection Plan (LOPP)] may be more

economically achievable, multipurpose and beneficid to al stakeholders followingthese
new conservation gpproaches.
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The new gpproaches movein thedirection of utilizingtheinherent water storage,
atenuation and treatment patentid of the Northern Evergades landscape as ameans to
achievethe ecological goas of Evergades/Okeechobee restoration. For instance, in 2004
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimated a 65 percent loss of wetland acreage had
occurred overtime within the Northern Everd ades causing aloss or reduction of much of
it seasona wetland habitat. They prgposed aminimum of 90,000 acres could berestored
to meet the ecological gods of CERP. Further andysis by The Nature Conservancy
estimated that nearly one million acres of restorable wetlands occur on public and private
lands in the Northern Everglades, representing atremendous opportunity to pursue which
could recapture the ecolog cal services they once provided. (Adapted from Large-Scale
Conservation Opportunities in the Fisheating Creek Basin of Highlands County, Florida,
TNC. February 2010 and, The Northern Everglades: One of Florida’s Last Great Places,
TNC, A whitepaper, 2009). Below is alook at some of the evolvingtools and discussion
of where and how they may beput to use dongwith short primer boxes of important
terms and concepts.



http://www.evergladesplan.org/index.aspx
http://www.evergladesplan.org/index.aspx
http://www.nature.org/wherewework/northamerica/states/florida/preserves/art16203.html

Background - For generations the ecosy sem services provided by anatura landscape
wereviewed as free-for-the-taking and open to mgor manipulation. The monetary vaue
of thewatershed or basin ecosy $em services was not easily figured or bankable
guantities for landowners — instead, their concerns were more parochia — remove water,
wetlands and extend ranchableland. As the population grew and area’ s natural ecosy gem
services were beinglost, undervalued or restructured for localized | and management
purposes, the connection between the land and natura services provided (and the loss or
lessening of these services) was becoming evermore gpoparent. The costs to replace
natura ecosy stem services were beingfound to be extremely high and often were being
addressed with industridly large, complex engneered sy stems - paid for through
increased taxing, special district crestion and specia public works appropriations from
the US government or state legslature.

These engneered sy stems were often efficient single purpose solutions to one group of
issues that often did not capture and bringalongthe larger complement of natura

ecosy dem services that the native lands provided. For example, in South Floridathe vast
system of large managed cands and an equally large network of landowner dug ditches
and smaler cands developed to drain water off the land represent such an efficient single
purpose solution. Land was beingdrained for farming and ranching, but theland’s water
storage, atenuation and nutrient reduction capacities were reduced or lost dongwith
much of the original wildlife habitat.

In the largest south Florida sy gem, the Everd ades (from Reedy Creek in Orange County
to FloridaBay in M onroe and Collier Counties), upstream ranchers or landowners
experienced severd generations of governmenta encouragement and cost-share that did
not as extensively encourage landowners to provide or maintain ecologcal service
inherent to their land. Benefits to landowners for onsite retention of broad environmental
services on the working lands were | ess gppreciated, understood and not an economic
priority of theworkinglandscape.

Through the 1940’ s tothe 1970s the overdl south Floridahuman population favored this
system and the natura complex Evergades sysem was reduced to a number of
compartmentalized agricultural managed sy sems, bermed water conservation areas with
theremaining low land natura lands at the end of thetrain. As the areagrew from
essentidly alow populated frontier to ahighly pgpulated portion of the US (especidly
aongthe coastd lands) the priorities were changng and the loss of various
environmenta services on working agricultural and ranching lands was takingamore
noticeable toll on important Evergades’ sy dem resources.



Ecosystem Services - An ecosygem is abiologca environment consisting of al the organisms
livingin aparticular area, as well as dl the nonliving, physica components of the environment
with which the organisms interact, such as air, soil, water, and sunlight. It includes human working
rurd lands and developed areas. Ecosy stem services are the benefits people obtain from

ecosy gems. They are components of nature, directly enjoyed, consumed, or used to yield human
well-being. Examples of services include:

regulating (climate, floods, nutrient balance, water filtration)

provisioning (food, medicine, fur)

cultura (science, spiritua, ceremonial, recreation, aesthetic)

supporting (nutrient cycling, photosy nthesis, soil formation).

Ecosy gem services naturdly provided by areas can range from protecting from flooding,
offering pollution control to providing natura “ air conditioning” and loca climate controls
(see www .floridahabitat.org/wildlif emanua/wildlif e-friendly -communities for amore
thorough description). They are often inherent in the natural landscape and often
undervalued and subject to loss or degradation.

Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES), also known as Payments for Environmenta Services
(or Benefits) broadly defined, is the practice of offeringincentives to farmers, ranchers or
landowners in exchange for managngther land to provide or maintain ecologca service. These
programs promote the conservation of natura resources in the marketplace and can help rura
landowners have another source of incometo maintain ther propertiesthrough good production
years or bad. PESprograms are voluntary and mutualy beneficial contracts between consumers of
ecosy Sem services and the suppliers of these services. The landowner holds the property rights
over an environmenta good that provides aflow of benefits tothe demanding party in return for
some monetary compensation. The consumers of the ecosy sem services are willingto offer to the
service providers apay ment that is grester than the cost of providing the services.

Distributed” or “Dispersed” Water Management - Describe landscape-levd water management
methods typicaly consisting of new or revamped water control structures in existing ditches and
canasthat are currently over-drainingthelandscape. Dispersed” water management potertialy
can store and treat more water on private working lands a much lower cost than sole reliance on
large publically funded off-property engneered sy sems such as reservoirs, massive pump sations
and drainage cands. Dispersed” Water M anagement is amanaged sy dem of smaler dispersed
structureswithin adefined landscapethat can restorethe hydroperiod of previously drained
wetlands, eevate ground water tables to take advantage of storage capacity in aquifers impacted by
drainage, and create shalow agricultura i mpoundments to manage water and re-create wetlands.

Dispersed waer management contrastswith the construction of large-scale reservoirs or
conventional stormwater treatment areas (STAS) in that the components are much smal ler, more
numerous, and do not require the permanent acquisition of land to build large public works
projects. Digpersed water management can compliment and enhance performance of regiona
facilities necessary under programs such as CERP. Dispersed water management instead requires
amanaged and monitored landscepe with smaller water control features linked to asy $em of

pay ments for ecosy sem services, or acquisition conservation eassements and provision of technica
assistance to landowners in exchange for managingtheir private land (can be on public lands too)

toprovide or maintain multiple desired ecologca services.



http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/def/ecosystem.htm
http://www.floridahabitat.org/wildlife-manual/wildlife-friendly-communities

Throughout south Floridaand the Northern Everglades “ the ecolog cd and hydrolog cal
disruption caused by widespread ditching, draining and diking is now recognized as
causing numerous detrimenta effects within the waershed, paticularly to thewildlife,
naturad communities, and humans that al depend upon asteady and seasonaly
predictable flow of freshwater through the system. The quantity, qudity, timingand
pattern of flow of this freshwater supply are paramount tothe economy and well-being of
the millions of residents livingin South Floridaand is also crucid to the continuation of
the highly productive agriculturd industry long established in theregion” (adapted from
Large-Scale Conservation Opportunities in the Fisheating Creek Basin of Highlands
County, Florida, TNC, February 2010).
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The chalenge moving forward is for landowners and established land and water
management providers such as the South Florida Water M anagement (SFWM D), the
agicultura extension services (state and federal), and involved conservation-minded
nonprofits (NGOs) to develop landscape-wide, well monitored distributed water
management networks tha renew lost and damaged wildlife habitats, soils, waters and
workingrural lands. It is acomplex chdlengethat to be successful and sustained must
fulfill multiple ecosy stem services for theintertwined needs of our rural and urban aress.



New or Revamped Tools

Tool 1) Payments for Environmental Services (or Benefits) through Dispersed
Water Management

In Florida, through the Elorida Ranchl ands Environmenta Services Project (FRESP, a
pilot project) and now part of SFWM D’ s and ather stae agencies evolving efforts there
are pay ments for environmenta services to agricultural owners for retaining and/or
accepting water for storage and nutrient reduction. This new approach provides
incentives for landowners to keep their property in low-intensity agriculture from
utilization of service pay ments. The current approach is based on thepremisethat
landowners know their land best and what they would be willingto do to retain water on
their propertiesin consideration of their existing ranchingor agricultural operations. The
chalengeisto establish asustained program that provides aclear articulation of the
services that are desired, financia incentives that are attractive and, atransparent and
competitive process for selecting proposals from willing landowners that best provide the
services wanted.

Presently, the selection criteriafor rancher proposds for providing services include cost-
effectiveness (e.g $/acrefeet of water retention), but ather criteria can be added that
reflect preferences by the buyer, mog logcaly the South FloridaWater M anagement
District in collaboration with other stae agencies. In its most recent budget, SFSWM D
has decided to essentidly double the financial backingfor the PES effort, and has
embarked upon asolicitation “ Request for Proposals” driven program to be i mplemented
in 2010-11.

In theinitial FRESP pilot, multiple projects have demonstrated the usefulness of
providing much-needed water retention and phosphorus reduction services upstream of
L ake Okeechobee on the | ands of multiple ranches by using new and existing equipment
and features— (e.g.,, cands and ditches, berms, and water control structures) —to retain
water, rehydrate wetlands, and reduce phosphorus loads. Theprogram focuses on
restoring and using the naturd “ benefits” of the land to hold and attenuate waters and
reduce nutrient loads. It is distributivein nature, meaningthat the land from multiple
farms and ranches across awatershed landscepe are involved to achieve program aims.

To get the bal rolling ERESP pilot program partners gathered over $6 million dollars for
the design and field-testing phases. Funding was provided by: two Conservation
Innovation Grants from the USDA NRCS, the South FloridaWater M anagement District;
FloridaDepartment of Agriculture and Consumer Services; the U.S. Environmenta
Protection Agency; and the W. K. Kelogg Foundation. With these funds FRESP has
implemented 8 pilot projectsthat are examples of dispersed water management that
provide water related environmenta services such as:

e restoringpreviously drained wetlands and increasing habitat refuvenation,

e managngpasture drainage to increase water retention,

e punpingwater fromregond candsinto a"detention ared’ for natura nutrient

remova and,



http://www.fresp.org/
http://www.fresp.org/
http://www.fresp.org/partners_staff.php
http://www.fresp.org/project_sites.php

e buildingagricultura impoundments to sore more water on ranches.

Pilot Project Sites

Water M anagement Alternative (WM A) projects are now gperating at the eight ranches
in the Northern Everd ades. Four were constructed and operationd in 2007, and an
additiona four were constructed and operationa by early 2010. These pilots contributed
to the development of the NE-PES program so that PES projects can evolve through
careful solicitingof landowners and monitoring of desired environmenta benefits both
locally and within amoreregona context. To grow the effort will require a
“gagng/scaingup” of the program and sufficient funding to engage more landowners.
Concurrently, the SFWM D will need to work to monitor, anayze and manage a growing
distributive network over the larger basin landscape and assure ecosy Sem services
management aims are being met and that no adverseimpacts are occurring to adjacent or
downstream property owners from excessive water management or nutrient buildups.

The PES program achieves two important gods. It complements other public investments
by adding distributed network capacity for water retertion, attenuation, sorage and
phogphorus removad. At the sametime, it contributes to ranch economic sustainability by
providing another source of income for ranchers, helping them to increase their
profitability. It helps keep ranchland from being converted to more intensive uses that
could have adverseimpacts on water quality and wildlife. Prospectively, a permanent
PES program with directed SFWM D involvement in the Northern Everglades will engage
and pay digblecattle ranchers to provide documented water and phogphorus retention on
their private lands using fixed, long-term contracts.

SFWMD PES Projects Strategies Are Moving Forwar d

District’s Payment for Environmenta Services M odd Program
Solicitation

Service Pay ment Approach

“Above And Beyond” Basdine

Wetland Expansion

Threatened and Endangered Speci es Consultation Key
Sandard Technica A ssessment

Separate pilot project for more intensive agri culture

In 2010 the SFWM D funded anew program, the Northern Everdades-PES program that
Is designed based on FRESP.. This PES solicitation “ Request for Proposads’ Program is
funded by an increassein the SFWM D budget to $8.8 million in the upcomingfiscal
year.

From: Dispersed Water Management & Treatment, NE Interagency T eam Medting, PowerPoint, South
FloridaWae Management District, July 23, 2010. BenitaWhden, P.E. and Jesse Makle, P.E...



http://www.sfwmd.gov/portal/page/portal/xrepository/sfwmd_repository_pdf/ne_interagency_mtg_07_23_2010.pdf
http://www.sfwmd.gov/portal/page/portal/xrepository/sfwmd_repository_pdf/ne_interagency_mtg_07_23_2010.pdf

Dispersed Water Management

Dispersed waer management programs focus on restoring and using the natural
“benefits” of theland to hold or attenuate water and reduce nutrient loads. It is
distributive in nature, meaningthat multiple farms and ranches across awatershed
landscape can be involved to achieve program aims. Y ears of drainage by ranchers has
resulted in litera ly thousands of miles of privately construaed canads and ditchesin the
geater upper Everglades watershed. Construction of most of these canals and ditches was
primarily for the locadized expediency to drain water avay . Few have any waer control
structures and no systematic management to achieve basin water management or nutrient
reduction gods.

The basic evolving program is the systemati c retrofit of canals and ditches on private
ranch and farm lands with small water control structures totake advantage of
opportunities to hold higher water levels (within the surficid aquifer, wetlands and water
bodies) further upgream in the watershed. To be effective over multiple watersheds
within alarger basin, the dispersed storage and treatment network requires anew |eve of
monitoring, anaysis, technica assistance and cost sharing among management entities
such as the SFWM D, stae federd agencies, NGOs and landowners.

In the pilot projects and the evolving SFWM D effort, grants and some District funding
have furthered program development and the technical assistance provided through
NGOssuch as the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). Asthe program maturesit is clear that
NGOs do nat have the capacity to be reponsible for funding, building, maintaining or
monitoring these water management efforts on private lands reliant on their resources.
Water management responsibilities are the District’ s prerogative and sustained funding
and program development is likely needed through their authorities. As noted by Sarah
Lynch of the WWF the grant fundingwas “ great for pilot projects, developingtools and
innovative gpproaches, but to get 400,000 acre feet of retention you need alongterm
funding source.”

Since 2005, the South FloridaWater M anagement District has been workingwith a
codlition of other agencies, environmentd organizations, ranchers and researchers to
enhance opportunities for dispersed waer management in the Northern Everg ades. The
following benefits are foreseen:

e Ongoing L ake Okeechobee and estuary ecological improvement projects are
enhanced by providingan dternativeto storingwater in the lake and reducingthe
volume of discharges to estuaries and coasts (helping the ecological health of
these estuaries).

e Restoringthe hydro-period and ecological health of previously drained wetlands,
ponds and creeks.

e Soringor atenuatingwater and providing added | andscape-based nutrient
removal to improve water qudity. The actionsprovide natura chemical and
biologca uptake and resolution of nutrient loads.

e Expanding groundwater recharge opportunities by margnaly eevatingsurficial
groundwater tables to take advantage of the in-ground storage capacity impacted



by years of drainage (such in-ground storage lessens the need for | ar ge expensive
above ground reservoirs).

e Restoringand improving habitats for native plants and wildlife and off eringthe
opportunity to grengthen wildlif e connection corridors.

Currently, the SFWM D reportsthere are more than 30 participating landowners
providing water retention and/or storage rangngfrom 1 acre-foot to 10,000 acre-feet.
This tatd includes morethan 47,700 acre-feet provided by long-term Kissimmee River
Floodplain Restoration effortsthat have been in progress for years. Topu thisin
pergpective, 450,000 acre-feet of storage equates to gpproximately 1 foot of water off of
Lake Okeechobee. SFWM D planned projects tha have been assessed for
implementation may provide approximately 366,700 acre-feet of additiona storagein the
future, pending funding. Additiona acre-feet of storageis likely possible as the SFWM D
continues to work with public, private and triba pragperty ownersto expand the digpersed
water management network.

A portion o theKissimmee River
restoration project putting the
meanders and oxbows back to
work. Graphic fromthe SFWMD

The SFWM D continues to make good strides and their dispersed water management
network continues to evolve. Overtimethis distributive gpproach will require growth in
District funding, management, coordination and integration to “mainline” program status.
Nevertheess, enough is known now to get started without waiting for completion of a
definitive dispersed water management plan for the Northern Evergades. What is
working quitewe | for the present is an SFWMD adaptive implementation process
whereby the Didrict is learning by movingthe program forward making adjustments
overtimein responseto datareceived from careful project monitoring and watershed
analy ses of implementation results and impacts. Progressive increase of involved farms
and ranches and their integration to an expanding network will evolve a morefine-
grained and carefully managed distributive water storage and treatment system meeting
Northern Everg ades' management plan objectives.

Conservation organizations such as Audubon of Floridaand 1000 Friends of Florida
praposethat the SFWM D quickly ramp-up the dipersed water management PES and
cost share programs to increase water storage and nutrient reduction in the greater
Northern Everd ades (and possibly elsewhere). Audubon has detailed aprogram



investment strategy. These are exciting but complex recommendations that suggest
growth, reorientation and some institutiona changes within the SFWM D’ s norma
operationa mode.

Recommendationsto grow the PES and dispersed water management program

ael

The SFWMD needs to modify its approach in the Okeechobee tributary
areas and amend the LOPP to recognize the benefits and increase the
effort of dispersed water management faciliti es constructed in

cooper ation with private (and in some cases public) landowners through
use of a PES program. Northern Everg ades Legislation requires that the
L ake Okeechobee Protection Plan (LOPP), be revised. The plan now
providestha “ ...the mgority of the (phogphorus) load reductions are
proposedto be met through the regona solutions contained in the CERP
Lake Okeechobee Watershed Project (LOWP)”. In other words, the
current LOPP rdlies largely upon congruction of large reservoirs and
STASs, generally north of the lake.

The priorities of a significant part of the District staff and resour ces
currently utilized to plan, design, and eventually supervise the
construction of large centralized reservoirs and STAs in Okeechobee
tributary ar eas should be changed. Permanent staffing and funding
emphasis should be placed on planning, design and i mplementation of an
integrated Northern Everd ades distributed water management network,
carryingout cooperative projects with landowners and establishment of
the science and long-term monitoring gpparatus necessary to efficiently
manage such anetwork.

To gow the program in this direction more District staff and fiscal resources should be
utilized to pursue the following efforts:

Proactively identify an expanded group of landowner s willing to commit
to participation in distributed storage proj ects. Facilitate the widespread
implementation of projects on those lands as on an expedited basis as
willinglandowners areidentified.

Increase dedicated funding and support for the* Payment for
Environmental Services Program” and expand District’s collabor ative
efforts with non-gover nmental organizations to support NRCS Wetland
Reserve (easement-based) projects that may be configured to produce
distributed storage benefits.

Implement a detailed drainage ditch and canal mapping effort using
advanced methods such as airborne laser profiling (LIDAR) to inventory
the spatial distribution and conveyance capacity of canals and ditchesin
the Okeechobee tributary basins which are not part of the SFWMD
publicly managed system but drain water toit. Thisis expensive and like
planningfor large STA’s and reservoirs requires SFWM D program
commitments and sustained funding.

Implement program components through the District and/or NGO
collaborators to build and maintain distributed storage and water quality
improvement projects throughout the tributary basins. Enough is known
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now to get started without waiting for completion of a grand centralized
distributive water management plan. Implementation programs can be
adapted to varied landowner and water manger preferences:
(&) A program to provide gecifications for results (such as acre
feet of water stored, or pounds of phogphorus removed) to be
achieved by landowners through landowner constructed and
maintained structures in exchange for pay ment for environmenta
Services.
(b) A program for District installed and maintained structures at
District expense on private lands in conjunction with negotiated
easements and contracts with pay ment to landownersin either a
[lump sum or on an annud basis.
(c) A program identicd to (b) above but configured to install water
control structures in ditches and canals on existing public land
holdings to achieve distributed/dispersed gorage and water
management benefits.
Initiate a compr ehensive engineering study and hydrologic model
development to identify optimum locations for a large number of small water
control structures, and low | evel impoundments thr oughout the basin. The
outcome of the engineering study and modelingwould be determinations on a
basin-wide and sub-basin |evel about the practica capacity for waer
retention/detention and storagein acre-feet as well as the practica capacity for
nutrient remova linked to Okeechobee TM DL goals through distributed
storage and water management projects.
The District should undertake a coor dinated effort to develop and implement
additional funding mechanisms for a water shed wide program of distributed
storage and treatment. T his would include using both untapped funding
mechanisms within existinglega authority, and seeking new funding through
legslation. The god should beto launch a coll aborative effort with landowner
interests, the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Servi ces,
Agiculture advocacy groups such as the Florida Farm Bureau, Florida
Cattleman’s Association, and NGO conservation organizations.

11



Tool 2) Easement Acquisition and Increased Distributed Water Storage

Devel opment with Cost-Share through such Federd programs as the Wetlands and
Conservation Reserve Programs (WRP), Conservation Reserve Program (CRP),
Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) and Environmental Quadlity Incentive
Program (EQIP), Reserved Rights Pilot Program (RRPP)

The United Sates Department of Agriculture (USDA) and its affiliates the Naturd
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), the Farm Service Agency (FSA), and theUS
Forest Service (FS) each work in conjunction with the Florida Department of Agriculture
and Consumer Services (FDACS) and the FWC to provide technical and cost-share
assistance to landowners. Such assistance may be provided in exchange for
implementation of habitat and natural resource management practices, the placement of
environmentad ly sensitive lands under conservation easement, or other types of land
pratection agreements such as dispersed water management efforts.

A variety of these Federa programs operate with targeted objective differences such as
the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) and
other Wildlif e Habitat Incentive programs (see:www.floridahabitat.org). M any of these
programs have been around for years but have traditionaly involved very smal projects
with private landowners across dispersed landscapes in the size range of ahundred to
severa hundred acres sized projects. Recently in Floridathe Natura Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) took the bold step to help fund amuch lar ger project
within one basin - Fisheating Creek- northwest Lake Okeechobeetributary -that has
great paentid to return substartia environmenta benefits over time and serve as impetus
for similar future projects.

The Fisheating Creek Project involved the directed use of $89 million in federa Wetland
Reserve Program monies. The project, located in the Northern Everglades watershed,
brings conservation easements to amost 26,000 acres of critica wetland habitat. The
acquisition centers about the creation of apartnership between the USDA's Naura
Resources Conservation Service, The Nature Conservancy environmenta group and the
South FloridaWater M anagement District and other agencies to combine resources to
assist in theresoration and management of the property. Theland includes parts of five
ranches and is hometo dozens of rare and protected plant and wildlife species, such as
cutthroat grass and crested caracar as. Restoration work will focus on reconnectingthe
easement property tothe natura flows and water Soring capacities of a more natura
Fisheating Creek sysem. Though these federa conservation tools have been around for
sometime, the Fisheating Creek project represents anew approach whereby alarge sum
of thefederal WRP funds is put to assembling one landscape level project within one
particular watershed.

At theforefront of the hydrologic restoration opportunity is the fact that15 miles of

The upper portion of Fishesating Creek runs through the WRP ranches and through the
middle of thelarge, regiondly significant Fisheating M arsh system tha was ditched and
drained in thelate 1950s and early 1960s.

12
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3 County Boundary
EBFish eating Greek Sub-basin e Inmm:
B Bluchesd Ranch - 65,154 acras
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e Doyle Gariton Il - Darmoh - 2,244 acres
m Waldron Ranch - 2,508 acras
= Managed Areas

Graphic by TNC

The opportunity to resore the entire Fisheating M arsh can now proceed gven that the
northern three ranches in this complex encompass the entire marsh. Thetota acreage
avail able for wetland/hy drolog c restoration on the portions of the three ranches (Blue
Head, Carlton/Carrion and Westby) lying north of State Road 70, has been estimated by
The Nature Conservancy at 23,328 acres” (Adapted from: Large-Scale Conservation
Opportunities in the Fisheating Creek Basin of Highlands County, Florida. February
2010 TNC).

Large ditch on northern portion of Blue Head Ranch that drains marsh complex south of
orange growves and tributaries to Fisheating Creck.

Photo by TNC
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Tool 3) Rural and Family Lands Protection Program

TheRurd & Family Lands Protection Program (R&FLPP), was developed pursuant to ss.
259.105(3)(i) and 570.71(10) Florida Statutes and Rule 51-7, Florida Administrative
Code. Thepurpose of the program is to acquire perpetua agricultura conservation
easements that ensurelands will be preserved in agricultura use while providingfor the
pratection of natura resources. The program seeks to identify thosein the agriculturd
fied that exemplify sound agriculturd principles, willingness and desireto remain in
agiculture, and have an excellent track record of environmenta stewardship. The
program is statewide but could possibly be used to some effectiveness in southern and
centra Florida arees.

Unlike the Conservation and Recregtions Lands portion of Florida Forever which focuses
on pratecting and preserving natural communities and providing nature-based
recreational opportunities, the R& FLPP program evolved to as a growth management
tool to help minimize the development of isolated, rurd landscapes. Unplanned and
scattered developments were seen as fragmenting and degradingthe qua ity and character
of Florida's naturd and agricultura lands. Such development paterns sometimes
threaten the gat€ s ability to meet the needs of its citizens through adequate delivery of
services and the maintenance of an agricultura economy and can interrupt the natura
hydrologcal and biologica functions that support bath agriculture and hedthy

ecosy gems.

Duringtheinitial application cyclefor the program (November - December, 2008) the
Department received 35 digible project applications. As sd forth in Rule51-7, FAC, the
Department formed Technical Review Teams to evauate each project. The technical
review teams examined each project to assess theproject’s merits and its contributionsto
the goas and objectives of the program. In FY 2008/2009, the RFLPP was included in
the Florida Forever formulaat arate of 3.5% of the proceeds of Florida Forever Funding
In FY 2008-2009 the program received an gppropriation of $10,500,000 dollars and in
FY 2009-2010 an additional $525,000 was received for atota of $11,025,000.

In 2009, the Sdection Committee for the R& FLPP held apublic hearingto review the
project evaduation reports and receive public testimony about theprojects and voted to
agoprove aproject list ranked in priority order. The Sdection Committee chose atiered
system, withthoseprojectsin Tier | being designated as the highest acquisition priority .
Followingthis the Department presented the recommended project list tothe Acquisition
& Restoration Council (ARC) for its review pursuant to gatute whereby thelist was
approved by the Governor and Cabinet, sitting as the Board of Trugees (BOT) of the
Internal Improvement Trugt Fund of the Sate of Florida

2010 Approved Project Priority List

Tier 1 Projects Tier 2 Projects Tier 3 Projects

Adams Ranch Design Timber 11 Bucket Creek Preserve
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Rafter T Ranch

Buddy Hiers Farm

Crooked Creek Ranch

Tiger Lake Ranch

Scarborough and Sons
Ranch (Highlands County)

Four Sar Timber Inc.

Williamson Cattle

S& P Timber Properties

Russakis Ranch |

Company
Evans Ranch Taylor Ranch Russekis Ranch |1
Hastings Farm/Smith .
Family Farm Cherokee Ranch Russakis Ranch 111

. Scarborough & Sons
Wapole Ranch Hardin Farm Ranch (DeSoto Cournty)
Jahreis Family Ranch Hartzog Farm Circle Pine Farm
K-Rocker Ox Creek Ranch Lily of theVadley Farms

M oxon Family Ranch

A. Roy Hogan Groves

M acaulay Farm

M oye Ranch & Farm

CoronaCattle Company

Tdley Fam

Old Town Creek

Zinn Farm

At thetime of this article the Division of Forestry had taken three deeds for conservation
easement to the BOT for goprovd and anticipates taking 2 more prior to the end of the
year (2010). The easements approved are Evans Ranch of Flagler County, an aquaculture
and ranching operation with the agri cultura easement covering 700 acres; The Adams
Ranch in Osceola County, 780 acre agricultura easement over lands from the 33,000 acre
premier cattle ranch; Smith Family Farms from historic Hastings in &. Johns County,
with an agri cultura easement protecting 343 acres. In October 2010, the DOF took Tiger
Lake Cattle Corporation (Lightsey Cattle) tothe BOT. Thisisal,763 acre cow/calf
operation in Polk County. Once gpproved, the monies encumbered by contract inthe
program to date will be approximately $8,601,775. Negotiations continue on two ranches
from thetap tier of approved projectsthat comprise goproximately 1200 acres.
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Tool 4) Rural Land Stewardship

TheRurd Land Stewardship Area(RLSA) program was established by Collier County's
Land Development Code in conformity withthe Growth M anagement Plan (GM P). The
purpose of the program is to encourage smart growth paternsin rural areas of the county
as directed by the GMP and to create an incentive based land use overlay system based
on the principles of rura land stewardship as defined in Chapter 163.3177.(11), Florida
Satutes.

The RLSA program allows local governments to carefully address ahost of reated land
planningissues such as minimum developmenta density, intensity and required mix of
land uses, size and percentage of public open space, affordabl e housing, street layout,
school location and transportation. For atruly rurd pattern to be maintained, the use of
this tool may need to carefully control the gpacing and distance between development
aress. Thegod isto achieverural and agriculture land protection, conserve habitat, and
new community development with gopropriate trangoortation and other infrastructures
without inducing sprawling or lesp-froggng patterns.

Mechanics of RLSAs— The RLSA tool is different from “ Transfer of Development
Rights” (TDR) or conservation easement programs, which only gvevauefor oneland
uselayer — theresidentia layer. RLSAs set up alimited trading program within the
designated stewardship areathat provides landowners within Sewardship Sending Areas
(SSAs). Thesevauable credits arefor defined resources in exchange for gving up
specific uses of the land and placing aperpetual conservation or agricultura easement on
the land.

Data Gathering and
Analysis

2
CPStewardship Plan Design ]

j—i

Growth Management Plan
Amendment

o Land Development Code
(LDC) Amendment
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In order to build under the RLSA, landowners must peition to have agven area
designated as a Sewardship Receiving Area (SRA) and purchase aspecific number of
credits per acre from SSA landowners. This alows multiple owners of natura amenities
to participate in the economic development of theland. In fact, the more vauable the
natura sy gem resourceis, the more the owner of that land can participatein the
economi ¢ benefits of development within the buildable SRAs. The SSA Program within
the RLSA establishes amethod for protecting and conserving the most vauable
environmentd land, including lar ge connected wetland sy stems and significant areas of
linked habitat for listed gecies.

A Natura Resource Index (NRI) was developed to rank lands within the RLSA according
to vauefor wetlands pratection, water resource pratection and management, and wildlife
habitat conservation. Results from the NRI anay siswere used to map al areas of the
RLSA accordingto five mgor categories of land use (Wilson Miller 2002):

1. Flowway Stewardship Area (FSA): FSAs are privatdly owned lands that
primarily include wetlands located within the Camp Keais Strand and
Okaoacoochee Sough ecosy gems.

2. Habitat Stewardship Area (HSA): HSAs are privately owned lands that
include areas with natura char acteristics that make them suitable for listed
species as well as areas without these characteristics. Thelater areas are
included because they are contiguous to habitat with naura characteristics,
thus forming al andscape continuum that can augment habitat vaues.

3. Water Retention Area (WRA): WRASs are privately owned lands that have
been permitted by the South FloridaWater M anagement District (SFWM D) to
function as agricultura WRA's and that provide surface water qudity and
other natura resource vaue. M any of these areas are large natural wetlands
that, in some cases, connect to and support FSAS.

4. Open Land: Open Lands are privately owned lands not atherwise classified
as FSAs, HSAs, or WRAs and are generd ly of lower naturd resource quality .

5. Lake Trafford: The RLSA also includes the open waters of Lake Trafford,
which cover approximately 1,460 acres.

Notable wildlife benefits come from sustainingthe large working landscapes. Thisis
particular importance to wide rangng species such as the Florida panther and black bear.
Sncetheinitia development of the RLSP, adaptive modifications have been being made
to better address Florida panther conservation needs. Representatives of eight landowners
and four conservation organizations (Parties) signed aM emorandum of Understanding
(MOU) in 2008 agreeingto work together under an agreed upon straegy to enhancethe
future of the Florida panther. This conservation strategy, known as the Elorida Panther
Protection Program (FPPP), is an incentive-based program built upon the 2002 Collier
County Rura Lands Stewardship AreaOverlay (RLSA). Through the incentive-based
land use program, the FPPP would secure a conti guous range of panther habitat
connecting the Florida Panther Nationd Wildlife Refuge and Big Cypress Naiona
Preserve through Camp Keais Srand and the Okaoacoochee Sough with Corkscrew

M arsh and adjacent lands in the regon. The FPPP is an example of where environmenta
groups and governmenta agencies with the land owners in the Rura Land Sewardship

18


http://www.floridapantherprotection.com/
http://www.floridapantherprotection.com/
http://www.floridapantherprotection.com/Default.aspx?n=13
http://www.colliergov.net/Index.aspx?page=1515

Area have been workingto ensure that the Florida panther can roam large tracts of land
from this “hub” habitat linking public and private conservation | ands in the Western
Evergades and beyond.

The overarching goal of the M OU is to promate conservation, management and recov ery
of the Floridapanther while preserving agri cultura |ands and identifying appropriate
areas for development in eastern Collier County . Participating conservation organizations
included Audubon of Florida, Collier County Audubon Society, Defenders of Wildlife,
and FloridaWildlife Federaion each of which has panther pratection and recovery as
magor programs. Participating landowners are Alico Land Development Corporéaion,
Barron Collier Partnership, Collier Enterprises, Consolidated Citrus LP, Endlish
Brothers, HAf Circle L Ranch Partnership, Pacific Tomato Growers Ltd., and Sunniland

Family Limited Partnership. They al own lands in Southwest Floridathat are
strategicaly importart tothe recovery of Floridapanthers.

i l| RLSA Boundary
Panther Telemetry

- Panther Roadkill
Panther Mortality

Panther Dens

Figure 1. Florida panther radio-telemetry records (Feb 1981-Jun 2008), roadkill and other mortality records (thru
January 20, 2009), and mapped den locations (thru Jun 2008) overlaid on 2004 aenal photography.

CREDIT NOTES: This article was developed by 1000 Friends of Florida and any views
or opinions expressed are ours. The following people helped with development of the
background infor mation we used for the article: John E. Browne, Florida Division of
Forestry, Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Richard A.
Hilsenbeck, Director of Conservation Projects, The Nature Conservancy, Charles Leeg,
Director of Advocacy, Audubon of Florida; Sarah Lynch, PhD, Director, Agriculture,
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World Wildlife Fund; John Outland, Department of Environmental Protection, Offi ce of
Ecosystem Projects; Nancy Payton, Florida Wildlife Federation; Dan Pennington, 1000
Friends of Florida; and Benita Whalen, South Florida Water Management District.
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