Florida's Evolving Large-scal e Ecol ogical Greenways System
By Doug Alderson & Dan Pennington

Thefemde adult bear paused while ambling through the Osceola Nationa Forest. She
raised her head and sniffed. A mae bear was in the area, one whose scent she didn’t recognize.
He had wandered in from the OcdlaNational Forest tothe south. Their eventua matingwould
help affirm the reconnection between two of Florida s mgor black bear populations, formingthe
basis for aproposed ecological greenway connectingtwo lar ge conservation aress.

For decades, alargely held belief was that the establishment of “islands” of nationa
parks, wildlife refuges and other public lands was enough to ensure the surviva of North
America s bountiful wildlife. But far ranging animas such as Florida panthers and black bears
don’'t necessarily check their movements at park or refuge boundaries, afact that is true for many
animal and plant species with smaller more compact ranges. Thus, in the 1930s and 40s, the idea
of connectinglarge conservation areas with wildlife movement corridors first emer ged.

In Florida, apeninsular state with distinct limits of geographic connectivity, skyrocketing
population and prawling growth were resulting in the dramatic disgppearance of native
landscapes, open space and wildlif e habitats. Naturd undisturbed areas have become
increasingly fragmented with the ranges of many species being reduced or truncated. As ameans
to address these issues and provide some pratection for fragmentation sensitive species, the
concept of critica wildlife corridors—or ecological greenway s— was being explored, debated
and tested by Floridaresearchers such as Larry Harris and Reed Noss of the University of

Florida



A visonary graphic indicating possible ecological greenway connections from one end of the
date, to theother. Adapted from: Noss, R F. 1987. Protecting natural areasin fragmented landscapes.
Natural Areas Journal 7:2-13. Actual routesof connectivity may ewolve/change overtime as land
conservation opportunitiesarise or asother lands develop.

By sustaining ecologica connectivity and dlowingwildlife to move morefreely within
conserved greenway's, it was reasoned, species’ genetic and population viability could be
enhanced and wildlife would re-colonize depopulated conservation areas gven the opportunity .
Instead of having aspecies’ range reduced to isolated habitat islands, conservation lands would
once again be part of connected ecological sysems, especidly after restoration plans were

implemented on lands degraded by past human activities such as fire suppression and degr aded

ground and surface water hydrology .



By the early 1990s Floridabegan to pu forththe funding, will and vision to establish a
system of ecological corridors. The Florida Greenway's Project, created in 1991 by 1000 Friends
of Floridaand the Conservation Fund, led to the creation of the Florida Greenway s Commission
by then Governor Lawton Chilesin 1993. Their mission was to develop acoordinated greenway s
approach involvingthe ddineation of conservation corridors developed through programs such
as Preservation 2000, Florida Forever and the voluntary participaion of private landowners with
an emphasis placed on private property rights and adequate compensation for greenway use
through ther lands.

Florida's First Greenway

A prime opportunity to createthe gate' s fird greenway of considerable length camein

1991 with the deauthorizaion of the CrossFlorida Barge Cand — an ill-conceived east to west

shipping canal that was to bisect the Sate of Floridafrom Paatkato the Gulf of M exico, using

thevdley of the OcklawahaRiver to the coastd divide, and then following the Withlacoochee

River basin. With deauthorization, thepurpose of the cana lands was changed from commercia
shippingto recreation and conservation and the Cross Florida Greenway was born, gretching
from the Gulf of M exico near Inglis to the &. Johns River near Paatka, spanning nearly 80,000
acres. Eventualy, the name of M arjorie Harris Carr was added to the Greenway to honor the

leader who galvanized opposition tothe cand. T he Florida Office of Greenways and Trails

(OGT), pat of the Florida Depatment of Environmenta Protection, was established in 1993 to
manage this greenway as an initial anchoring component of alarger statewide sysem.

Today, the 110-mile M arjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida Greenway features almost 250

miles of multi-usetrails pass by communities such as Ocala, Belleview, Pdatka, Ingis and

Dunndlon, utilized by two million annud visitors that include hikers, bicyclists, birders, wildlife
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watchers, outdoor phatographers and horseback riders. Campers utilize three full-service
campgrounds—Rodman, Ross Prairie and Santos—as well as several primitive campsites.

The multi-use aspects of the Cross Florida Greenway showsthat people and the economy benefit
from greenway s creation in addition to wildlif e through growth in ecotourism via compatible
trail usage, enhanced wildlife viewing opportunities, and associated benefits. “ Greenways can be

the perfect marriage for long distancetrails such as the Florida Nationa Scenic Trail,” says Jim

Wood, assistant director of OGT . “ Thetrail currently connects severa major conservation hubs.”
Wood emphasized that wide ecological greenway s are different than narrow trail corridors.
Though ecological greenway s may include recreational trail corridors and amix of desirable
recreational uses (hiking, biking, canoeingkay aking), recreation useis secondary and the
principa guiding objectives areto support wildlife and their habitats, ecologica connectivity and

sustaining ecosy stem services.

Abicyclist on a forested section of the Withlacoochee State Trail - the longest paved rail trail in
the state — Photo by Doug Alder son.


http://www.floridatrail.org/

Sncethe Cross Florida Greenway was created statewide, regonal and loca greenway
development efforts have expanded to spearhead the evolution of a statewide system of
geenways and trails for recreation, conservation and aternative transportaion. To help manage
the sysemthe OGT gets 1.5% annud dlocation of Florida Forever monies that goes toward
purchasing recreationd trail corridors and connectors as part of its mandate. OGT dso assids
other agenciesin identifying and establishing broader ecological greenways for wildlife and
helps coordinate the combined efforts of many public and private entities toward establishment
of afunctiond statewide ecological and recreational greenway sysem. Further, the Florida
Ecolog ca Greenway s Network priorities are used to guide acquisition of Florida Forever

projectsthat are most important for pratecting large, intact landscapes and wildlif e corridors.

Expanding the System for Wildlife in the Face of Devel oping Landscapes

Important beneficiaries of Florida s ecolog ca greenway s are wide rangng animas such as the
Florida black bear and the Florida panther as well as many smdler animal and plant gpecies
where genetic and population viability are sustained overtime within a secure sy stem of sizable
habitat nodes and functionaly designed connectors. In this regard, both bears and panthers are

considered “ umbrella species” because protection of their large home ranges benefits ahost of

other species found within their habitat. Workingto develop asystem of large habitat nodes

with reasonably sized connectorsto meet the viability needs of panthers and bears helps assure a
wide diversity of smdler less wide ranging creatures are maintained. In the future, afunctiona ly
connected set of conservation lands will dso facilitate adaptation of speciesto climate change by

dlowingrange shifts further north astemperatures rise and inlands as sealevel rises.
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A 2004 study by biologsts withthe University of Florida, Auburn University and the
Florida Fish and Wildlif e Conservation Commission (FWC), identified the importance of
establishing aprotected corridor between the Osceola Nationd Forest and the OcalaNationd
Forest (known asthe O20 project) for Floridablack bear populations. Thisis an areawith

gowth pressures south and wes of the expanding Duva and Flager Counties urban/suburban

limits.
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This map highlights the parts of the FEGN that ar e projects for the Conservation Trust for
Florida. The mission of the Conservation Trust for Florida is to conserve therural landscapes of
Florida. They accomplish this by direct action--including conservation easements and land

pur chase--and by assisting rural landowners in retaining their traditional and productive land-
use activities. The CTF focus is on wor king landscapes--far ms, ranches, woodlots--as well as
natural areas, and especial ly concerned with protecting or restoring landscape connectivity.
www.conser veflorida.org
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Non-invasive bear hair snares were employed followed by genetic analysisto evaluate
bear usage in the proposed corridor. The sudy resultsshow that severd bears move between the
two nationd forests andthat some bears likely resided in theintervening corridor. Biologsts
note this may beafairly recent re-connection, possibly dueto thereatively high density of bears
in the Ocaaforest expandingto the connector area and north. Also, findings show that some
mating between the two populations likely occurred. “ Based on these results, we conclude that
the Osceola-Ocaa corridor is functional and provides genetic and demographic connectivity
between Ocadaand Osceolablack bear populations,” the biologists summarized. A wildlife
oriented greenway corridor here would further benefit the Floridablack bear and other pratected
species such as the red-cockaded woodpecker, gopher tortoise, Sherman’s fox squirrel, swallow-
talled kite, eastern indi go snak e, wood stork and various migratory birds. For this greenway’s
success, theimmedi ate focus must be on pratecting the functional connectivity of lands and

habitats from encroaching development.

Of merit in landscapeleve greenway planning, bear tracking datato the south of the
Ocalaareahas shown the effect of mgor roads such as Interstate 4 which divides the stae into
north and south portions. M gor roads built across and through natural ecosy stems often act as
barriers and | ar ge heavily traveled interstates such as I-4 can effectively block naturd movement
paterns of animals. Previously stae purchased conservation lands in the Green Svamp that
extend across I-4 offer the patentid for alarge anima crossing'undercrossingto be planned and
developed there, which would help foster genetic and population viability and keep the southern
bear and panther populations from beingisol aed. In the future there remains aneed for working

with the FloridaDepatment Of Trangportetion to build wildlife crossing structures along various



highway s in critical locations across the stae such as the above mentioned 1-4 near the Green
Swamp an even moreimportant dong -4 in Volusia County within or near Tiger Bay Sate

Forest.

| Florida Black Bear - M34
i Original Capture - 06 October 2009
1 Capture Location:
.7 Pamingo Villas, Highlanes County
Last Collar Position - og July 2010
Last Known Location:
Lykes Bros., Glades County
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GPS collar map of Highlands County black bear m34 depicting the way 1-4 inter fered with him
entering the green swamp and other areas north. Work by John J. Cox, Adjunct Assistant
Professor of Wildlife and Conservation Biology, Univer sity of K entucky.

The OcdaNationd Forest is the nexus for two other proposed ecological corridors

extending east and west from the Fores hub (see map entitled CTF Ecological Greenway



Projects). One project to the east would link the Ocalaforest to the 15,000-acres M adanzas State
Forest/Faver-Dy kes Statepark/Pdlicer Creek Conservation Corridor. To thewest, agod isto
ddineate and protect acorridor from the Ocaaforest to the Goethe Sate Forest in Levy County.
Price' s Scrub and the Lochloosa Nature Preserve, totaing 2,500 acres, are dready pratected
parcels within this wesern corridor.

In the Florida Panhandle, akey greenway and ecologica corridor connects the Egin Air
Force Base and other nearby Department of Defense Lands tothe existing Blackwater Sate
Forest and the adjoining Conecuh Nationa Forest in Alabama (Blackwater with over 209,571
acres of woodlands, lakes, and stresms and Conecuh with 83,000 acres - each are known for ther

longleaf pine/wiregrass ecosy stems).
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GCPEP Partner Lands: Department of Defense - 481,241; FL Division of Forestry - 226,265;
NW FL Water Mgt. District - 118,715; National Forests in Alabama - 83,790;_Florida
Department of Environmental Protection - 57,270;_Nokuse Plantation - 50,653; National Park
Service- 24,795; The Nature Conservancy - 5,081; FL Fish & Wildlife Conservation
Commission - 1,166; Westervelt Ecological Services - 1,190.52 = Total 1,050,166.52 acres.




10

Eglin has over 481,241,000 acres of managed habitat with extensive remnants and new
restoration aress of longleaf pine and wire grass community with active red-cockaded
woodpecker and aFloridablack bear population. T his effort has proceeded under T he Gulf

Coasta Plain Ecosy stem Partnership and sugained staffing, support, and leadership from The

Nature Conservancy .

AswithO20 Greenway, there are obvious opportunities for ecological corridor linkage
to theeast of Egin. Private and public conservation lands have been identified with afuture
paentid to link as far asthe Tate€ s Hell Sate Forest and ApdachicolaNational Forest and
beyond to &. M arks Nationd Wildlife Refuge. Already, the private 50,653-acre Nokuse
Plantation is akey link directly east of Edin in this east-west corridor within which biologsts
are actively restoring habitats for wildlife. Black bears are startingto regppear on theproperty
and theland is beingused to relocate imperiled gopher tortoises. “ Nokuse’ is theM uskogee
Creek word for black besar.

In south Florida, ecologca greenway evolution isin full swing. A key priority isto
create wildlife corridors for the only remaining mountain lion or cougar population east of the
M ississippi River, the endangered Floridapanther. The parther, which has been losing habitat
dueto land dteration and devedopment pressures movinginland from the coasta growth aress,
could aso lose another 29% of its existing habitat with aone meter risein sealevd -- a likely
occurrence by the end of the century, accordingto many experts. Given thisprospect, enphasis
would be on connectingthe current southwest Florida panther habitat to conservation lands
around Fisheating Creek, Babcock Ranch, My akka River Sate Park, Kissimmee Prairi e Preserve

Sate Park and other locations north of the Caloosahatchee River.

10
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Kautz et al. focused on identifying panther habitat south of the Caloosahatchee River but also
ddineated thelast likely corridor that could encourage population expansion northwar d.
“Sealevd riseislikely the biggest problem that will define Florida s future,” said
University of Floridaprofessor Dr. Tom Hoctor, Director of the Center of Landscape
Conservation Planningin a2010 interview with Wild M use. “ Given the size of Florida s coastd
human population, and the extremely flat tapography, Florida stands to be impacted more than
any other gate by sealeve rise, and even a conservative prediction of (1) one meter risein sea
level could have catastrophic consequences. It is dready extremely difficult to balance continued
development with environmenta conservation in Florida, but sealevd risewill greatly
complicate this baance with the patentid shift of millions of people away fromthe coaststo

currently rurd inland areas that are extremely important for conservation.”
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Hurdles for enhancing the male-only

‘q': _ panther population north of the

Caloosahatchee River:

Non-contiguous habitat patches

e |
Awon Park Bormbing Range
.

Different panther-level habitat
conditions

Fisheating Cresh/Babcock: Webd

N
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Potential panther habitat to the north is not as contiguous as that found to the south. The
landscape has been altered to a greater degree as well.

Recovery plans for the Floridapanther require establishing at least two ather viable populations

outside of its south Floridadomain. The significant existing nodes of public land around the
OsceolaNationd Forest north through the Pinhook Svamp tothe Okefenokee Svamp in
Georgais one of the sites being consider ed.

Another option recommended in the Florida Panther recovery plan is to move panthers
north of the Caoosahatchee River in south Florida, especially fema es, to expand their current
range. In recent times, al of the panthers documented north of the Caoosahatchee River have
been sub-adult ma es that have likely been pushed out of their primary southwes Florida habitat
by more dominant maes. Female panthers, on the other hand, tend to stay closetother mother's
home range. Theincreasing number of panther incidents in southwest Floridaregarding people,
pets and livestock since 2002 are likely asign that panthers are running into more people because

people are encroaching more into panther habitat. Additiondly, they are experiencing
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competition from other pantherstryingto expand their range as it is now accepted that the
panther population has increased over thelast 15 years.

Unlike highway s for human travel, corridors for awide rangng animal such as the
panther optimaly need to be severd miles wide. “Panthers can’t live solely inside narrow
corridors,” said FWC panther biologst Darrell Land in the book Encounters with Florida s
Endangered Wildlife. “ They need lar ge landscapes to establish home ranges and those home
ranges need to overlap with members of the opposite sex. Corridors are important, but we cannot
manage down to the minimums, only leaving enough land to wak through, instead of conserving
largetracts of suitable habitat.” Former FWC panther team leader Dave M aeghr suggested a
connectivity improvement to assist parthers in broadening their range in the form of awildlife
overpass created over the wide Caoosahat chee River. “ Plant it with pamettos and live oaks,” he
writes in the book Florida Panther, “link it with existingforest on both sides of theriver, and
suddenly the envelope would open and ease the pressure withinthe panther habitat core.”
Further, M aehr added, akey to expanding panther habitat north of theriver isto work closely

with private landowners, severd of which hethought would be willing participants.

Future Ecological Greenway Developmentin Florida
On Earth Day 2010, the grand vision to connect, protect and restore natura ecosystems
from the Evergades to Georgawas presented as The Florida Wildlife Corridor. Dr. Tom Hoctor

and conservationist Carlton Ward Jr. were two of theprincipd architects.
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Map of the Florida Wildlife Corridor Vison, painting by Mike Reagan (www.mapsbymikereagan.com).
The Florida Wildlife Corridor, based on underlying FEGN priorities within peninsular Florida,
isavision for connecting natural lands and water s from the Ever glades to Georgia. The FWC
was designed as an outreach tool for engaging Floridians regarding the opportunity to protect
and connect our remaining wilder ness, with benefits including the survival of wide-ranging
species such as panthers and bear s, protection of the Everglades and S. Johns water sheds and
sustainability of human developments. Plans include a publi c-awar eness expedition throughout
the length of the Florida Wildlife Corridor in 2011, a suite of publications and a documentary
film.

“As an eghth-generation Floridian with afamily ranch, | am very sensitiveto the

agiculturd landowners whose stewardship over the pas century has dlowed for bears and

14
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panthersto survive on their properties,” wrote Carlton Ward Jr. about the proposad. “ It will bea
falled outcomeif popular pressure from the Florida Wildlife Corridor campaign resultsin land
use regulations for these landowners without significant compensation. The landowners who are
amongthelast not to have aready sold out should be financialy rewarded for their stewardship,
not pendized. To address thispatentid inequity, we need the FloridaWildlife Corridor vision to
push for regonal or statewide incentive programs, including transfer of development credits,

pay ment for ecosystem services, expanded funding for conservation easements and other
solutions. Theregulatory climate needs to evolve so that it will bein a landowner’ s financial best
interest to engage in conservaion programs within the prgposed corridor.”

Thekey to expanding the Floridaecologcd greenway s network is continued cooperation
amongagencies and landowners, politica will, fundingfor land buying programs such as Florida
Forever and locd land conservation initiatives as well as cregtive interactions with private
landowners with economicdly useful compensatory actions for their voluntary participaion. A
developing aspect in this regard may beto work with and pay private landowners to rean or
even enhance particular ecosy $em services such as natura water storage of freshwater rather
than over drainage of lands, or pay ment for reforestaion or natura landscape enhancements
supportive of habitat improvements and ecological greenway function. Provision of acertain
level of economic certainty in the form of ecological service paymentsto private landowners
may be an upcomingtool that dlowsthe“farm” not to be subdivided and sold and the statewide
system of greenway s to further evolve without havingto acquire every acre of conservation land.
Overdl, Florida s emerging network of ecolog ca greenway's represents our best hope for
sustaining many species of native wildlif e and for providing critical ecosy sem services and

outdoor recreation opportunities for agrowing population.

15
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Landscape Ar chitectur e, University of Florida; Nancy Payton, Florida Wildlife Federation;
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