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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation CommisqiBWWC) published its first
gopher tortois¢Gopherus polyphemumanagement plan in 2008nd the gopher tortoise
was reclassified from Species of Special Concern toréatened (68427 F.A.C.) This
document is a revision of the 2007 Gopher Tortoisanigjement Ran, and is intended to
guide the continued recovery of the gopher tortoise in Florida througth Zbnservation
objectives an@ctions from the original plan that have been completed or achieteel
first five years of implementatioare included in Chapt® of this document. fe listing
history of the gopher tortoise in Floridéso provides a godohckground and is includen
Appendix 1.

Significant conservation and economic events have influenced revisions to this
management plan. As a result, the revised goal and objectives shift the focus away from the
regulation and permitting of gopher tortoiskeat was implemeetd under the 2007 draft of
the planto additional conservation actions emphasizing anegulatory approach to
conservinghis species. The Gopher Tortoise Management Plan approved in 2007 included
an extensive framework for new permitting guidelinesdasition away from the now
former incidental take and standard relocation permits. Working closely with stakeholders,
FWC staffcreateddetailed relocation guidelines based on the framework in the 2007
management plan; these highority permitting gudelines were approved by the
Commissioners and were fully implemented in 2009. Additionally, it is important to note
that the economy of Florida was much different when the first plan was dira2606
2007. The plan was approved and implementatiegdn at the start of a major recession.
Although considerable progress was made, and many of the objectives were achieved, much
of the foundation of the plan was based on a robust economy and booming development

industry. Finally, the status ofthegophet or t oi se i n the eastern por
has also changed. In July 2011, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) completed the
12-month status review for the gopher tortoise and found that the species is warranted for

federal listing ag hreatenedinder the Endangered Species Act (ESA), but precluded due to

hi gher priority I|listing activities. Because
Sspecies, scientists and policy makersnthrough

proactively implementing beneficial conservation measures now to prevent it from becoming
federallylisted in the future. Numerous other factors affecting the conservation of gopher
tortoises have also played a role in revisions to the managemerti@laever, FWC staff

and stakeholders hateoroughlyconsideedthese 3 significant events during the extensive
revision of this plan.

The gopher tortoise is a moderaieed, terrestrial turtle, averaging-28 cm
(9-11in) long. The species is idenadl by its stumpy, elephantine hind feet and flattened,
shovetlike forelimbs adapted for digging. The shell is oblong and generally tan, brown, or
gray. The gopher tortoise occurs in the southeastern Coastal Plain from southeastern South
Carolina to exeme southeastern Louisiana (Auffenberg and Franz 1982). The gopher
tortoise is endemic to the United States, and Florida represents the largest portion of the total
global range of the species. Gopher tortoises remain widely distributed in Floridaingccu
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in parts of all 67 counties. The burrows of the tortoise also provide refugeferthan 30
otherspecies c al | ed 0 ¢ioclmdimgsoreeaspesidas Jhat are currerdigite and
federallylistedin Florida

The current cause of imperilment of the gopher tortoise, as identified by the final
Biological Status Report (Enge al.2006a), is the rate of population declimgerredfrom
loss ofhabitat. Thenew Gopher Tortoise &mitting Guidelines(approved Apit 2008 as
amendedgnsure the humane and responsible relocation of all gopher tortoises from
development sitesFurthermore, FW@o longer issues incidental take perntitat allow
entombment ofortoises As a result of this new permitting prograne tlate of decline of
the species can no longer be evaluated solely by habitatThssefore, th@verarching
objectivefor this management plan isitccur no net lossef gopher tortoises from the time of
plan aproval in 2012 througR022. The ultimag goalfor gopher tortoise conservatioto
restore and maintain secure, viable populations of gopher tortoises throughoutdeldhida
species no longer warrardgtatelisting. The plan establishéise measurableverarching
objectivethat works towarddecreasing the rate of population decline of the gopher tortoise
because it is necessary to immediately decrease the rate of dedhathe ultimate
conservation goatan be achievefi.e.,< 30% over 3 generations avaluatehe Threatened
designatiorand potentially delist the species if it does not meet any of the criteria for listing
outlined in68A-27 F.A.C).

For this 18year plan, th@verarching objectivef no net loss of gopher tortoises will
be accomplished by meeting all of the following objectives:

(1) Minimize the loss of gopher tortoises by 2@32ensuring humane and responsible
relocation of all gopher tortoises from lands proposed for developmarmizing
illegal harvest of tortoises, creating best management practices (BMPs) for
agricultural and silvicultural landanplementing methods to reduce juvenile
mortality, redudng loss of tortoises to disease, and redgeehiclerelated mortality
through education and exclusion measures.

(2) Increase and improve gopher tortoise haliya2022. This will require ongoing
coordination with public agencies on tm@anagement ajopher tortoise habitat on
protected lands addition to restoring degraded tlnwith potential gopher tortoise
habitat Both public and private land acquisition averaging 57,000 acres per year will
help toconsenre the species distribution and maintain wildlife corridbesween
undeveloped landddentifying additionincentivesto encourage habitat management
and conservation easements on private lands is instrumental to increasing the acres of
managed and protected habitat.

(3) Enhance and restore gopher tortoise populatidrese the species no longer occurs
or has been severelgpletedon protected, suitable landg 2022 This will require
an evaluation of protected lands to determine where gopher tquapséations are
depletedand thecondition of thehabitat. Implementation of a range&ide population
monitoring protocolad help evaluate the status of the species throughout Florida will
help to determine where gopher tortgmgulationsneed to be restored.
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4Maintain the gopher tort oby20@Xbyadfiressingt i on as
specific management needs anelating guidelines forelocaton of priority
commensal species from development sakeappropriateBest management
practices for priority commensal species on agricultural and silvicultural lands will
also becreatedand land managers and the genptdidlic will be targeted with
informationabout the broader role tie gopher tortoise as a keystone species.

The plan presents a suite of conservasivategies andctions that serve to achieve
the conservation objectives. Thesteategies andctions are best accomplished by applying
an adaptive management approach that allows for easy adjustments to policies, guidelines,
and techniques based on observed conservation benefits/detriments and sound science. The
actions are organized into the followibroad sections: regulations, permitting, local
government coordination, law enforcement, halgtatection habitat management,
population management, disease management, incentives, monitoring, education and
outreach, and research. new chapteraddessing the conservation of commensals is
included and contains a suite of actions that help to conserve priority commensals and more
than 350 other animal species documented to use gopher tortoise burrows.

Conservation and recovery of the gopher toetdisough the implementation of this
plan will require the cooperation of local governments; regional, state, and federal agencies;
nortgovernmental organizations; business interests; and the public. Although this plan was
developed by FWC in collaboratiawith the stakeholders, it cannot be successfully
implemented without significant direct involvement of these agencies angavennmental
organizations.

Public comment and outside review were formally solicited and incorporated at
several juncture during theevisionof this management plarA stakeholder core assistance
group provided initial input on many of the revisions as they were complatititionally,

3 public stakeholder meetings provided an opportunity for the public to provide both verbal

and written input on the revisionstothepldhhes e meet i ngs were noti cec
gopher tortoise listserv that reacmasre than 2@ members of the publicAn additional

public comment period asnoticed in the Florida Administrative Weekly to soliciput on

draft revisionsof the management plarn addition to soliciting input from the public, FWC

reached out tds partnerdn Georgia, Alabama, and &itn Carolinathe U.S. Department of

Defenseand the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Servitaeobtain their input othe revisions to the

plan. Lastly, input from subject matter experts on gopher tortoises and associated

conservation actions was obtained thraughtthe management plan revision process.
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GLOSSARY
anthropogenic- of humanorigins; humarrelated; caused by humans.
asters- plants in the sunflower family.

basal areai the crosssection area of a tree stem in squarasually measured at breast
height (4.5 ft). The basal area of a forest stand is calculated by adding the basal area
of all the trees and dividing by the acreage of land (expressed as Bqeracre).

best management practicegwildlife) - practical costeffective actions that agricultural and
silvicultural producers can undertake to reduce the potential for take ofistizde
species.

biodiversity - thevariety of all forms of life. Gopher tortoises contribute to plant and animal
diversity thraugh their burrowing habits.

biomass- the total weight of living organisms in a given area.

burrow occupancy rate- also known as a correction factor, this is the percentage of gopher
tortoise burrows on a particular site that are occupied at a giver(tbmoises
generally use more thdnburrow over time).

canopy cover- layer of vegetation extending above head height, usually composed of tree
branches.

carrying capacity - the maximum number of individuals of a species that an area can
support,given the amount and quality of food, water, and cover.

clutch - all the eggs produced Wdybird or reptile at a single time.

commensal- living in a relationship in which animal derives food, refuge, or other benefits
from another animal without huniy or helpinghe other animal The term
commensal in this document excludes exotic species and spaelgsound in
tortoise burrows A species is consideredpaiority commensal species for this
documendue to itdisted statusdependence otine gopher tortoise burrow
community,or identificationassuch bystakeholdes andbiologists

connectivity (habitat) - the desirable linking or joining of isolated small areas of similar
habitat to create larger interconnected blocks to potentially reduce the effects of
fragmentation.

conservation easement a voluntary legal agreement between a landowner and a lestd tr
or government agency that limits the type or amount of development on the
| andowner s property, thus protecting
private ownership.

- Xiii -
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degradation (habitat) - a lowering in quality of habitat for gopher todes, often related to
lack of prescribed fire or other management.

donor site- the property, usually a development, from which tortoises are removed during
relocations.

dorsali situated on or toward the upper side of the body.

ecological niche wherean organism lives and what it doeg.( how it fits into its
environment) . I f a gopher tortoisebs habi
profession, biologically speaking.

endemic- exclusively native to a particular geographic area

epidemiologicali referring to the study of causes and distribution of disease in populations.

epizootici an outbreak of disease affecting a large number of animalgna¢ within a
particular region or geographic area.

fecundity - potential capacity of an organism or population to reproduce. In gopher
tortoises, a low number of eggs and slow growth to sexual maturity translate to low
fecundity.

flatwoods - common upland habitat characterized by flat terrain, moderately toypoorl
drained soils, scattered pine trees, saw palmetto, and various other shrubs, forbs, and
grasses. Gopher tortoises tend to burrow in the better drained portions of this habitat.

forage - plant material, such as grasses, legumes, and other flowering, @aten by
grazing animals.

forb - a flowering plant with a newoody stem that is not a grass.
fossorial - refers to an animal adapted to digging and living underground.

founder effecti the reduced genetic diversity when a population is descdratach small
population of colonizing ancestors.

fragmentation (habitat) - a process of environmental change, usually caused by
humanrelated land clearing, where once connected habitats are now in (often
scattered) pieces.

genotypic assemblage gophertortoise populations that have a similar genetic (hereditary)
makeup and that occur in a certain area.
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GIS - geographic information system: a compthased system used for storage, retrieval,
mapping, and analysis of geographic data. GIS is useddpping potential gopher
tortoise habitat in Florida.

gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemusa moderatesized, terrestrial turtle, with stumpy,
elephantine hind feet and flattened, shdikal forelimbs adapted for digging.

ground cover- herbaceous pids and the lowest shrubs occupying an area: a generic term
used to describe the mat of plants found on the forest floor.

ground truth - checking GIS or other computgenerated information by going to specific
locations and performing observations ancisugements to determine the accuracy
of computetbased habitat mapping.

habitat - the place where a gopher tortoise lives that provides all its needs for food and
shelter.

herbaceous- refers to norwoody plants, generally green and leafy in appearance and
texture.

herpesvirus- an infectious agent that has been associated with respiratory disease and
infections of the mouth and nasal passages.

human predation - the taking or harve®f gopher tortoises for food (now illegal).

incidental take - any taking otherwise prohibited, if such taking is incidental to, and not the
purpose afthe carrying out of an otherwise lawful activitgs related to gopher
tortoisespotential gophetortoise mortality, directq.g.,heavy machinery) or indirect
(e.g.,entombment), that could occur during land development

invasive specie$ plants or animals that are not native to a region, which when intrédduce
accidentally or intentionallput-compete native species for available resources,
reproduce prolifically, and dominate regions or ecosystems.

invertebrate i an animal that lacks a backboeeg.,aninsect

iridovirus - an infectious agent that has been associated with respiratory disease and
infections of the mouth and nasal passages.

keystone speciesa plant or animal that increases or decreases the diversity of an ecosystem,
depending on its abundance or rarifjhe gopher tortoise is a keystone species in
upland habitats in Florida.

legumes- plants in the bean family.
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mark -recapture - method used in wildlife research that involves capturing animals, marking
them, releasing them, then recapturing some o$anege individuals duringj or more
recapture periods.

mesic (habitat)- having a moderate or wedlalanced supply of moisture.

midstory - the middle layer, generally3ft in height, of trees and shrubs (in a midiyered
forest) shaded by taller trees.

minimum convex polygon- a method of determining the home range of an individual or
group of animals by connecting the outermost known location data points for a
particular period of time.

mitigation contribution - compensation, usually either in the form of monetary
contributions or protected habitat donated, to offset the ill effects of hustated
land changed.g.,development) on gopher tortoise populations.

mitigation parks - select lands with gopher torse populations that have been acquired,
permanently protected, and managed using mitigation funds. Such preserves help to
offset the loss of habitat from urbanization.

mutualist T refers to a relationship between species where both derive benefits.

mycoplasma- an infectious agent (bacterium) that has been associated with upper
respiratory tract disease in gopher tortoises.

obligatei a species confined to a narrow range of conditions; in this case, an obligate
species would be dependent on gopbgptse burrows.

on-site (relocation) - an area that is located within the same boundaries (as defined in the
legal description or as identified by the county parcel identification number) of the
development area from which tortoisescommensalsire tobe removed and which is
under the same ownership as the development area.

parasite - an organism that lives in or on another (the host), from which it obtains food,
shelter, or other requirements at the expense of the host.

plantar tubercles i small pads on the feet of Florida mice, used to distinguish them from
other similar species.

population - a group of individuals of the same species that occur in a defined area at the
same time and regularly interact or interbreed.

population augmention - to enlarge or increase a population, in this case by adding
individuals to a population not currently from that population.
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potential gopher tortoise habitat- those land cover types and soil associations that are
known to support the life histongquirements of the gopher tortoisEnese habitats
include, but are not limited to, sandhill, scrub, scrubby flatwoods, pine flatwoods, dry
prairie, coastal strand, xeric hammock, mixed ginedwoods, and disturbed habitats
on suitably drained soilsDesignation of an area as potential gopher tortoise habitat
does not indicate that the area is currently inhabited by gopher tortoises.

predation - hunting and killing another animal for food.

prescribed fire (controlled burning) - a planned fire appliedithin a particular land area
under the right weather conditions to accomplish specific;defihed management
objectives.

protected lands (habitat) - Public or private lands that provide significant conservation and
protection for imperiled wildlife, in this case the gopher tortoise, and are protected
from imminent development or alteration, thereby ensuring present and future
gener at i o n sotanawddiife respurcesdlabitanpptection can be
accomplished through fee simple ownership, acquisition otthessfee interests, or
other agreements associated with landowner incentive programs.

radio-instrumentation (telemetry) - attaching a sniradio transmitter to a gopher
tortoisebs shell to allow tracking of its
signals that are detected using a hhaltl antenna and receiver.

recipient site- the property where relocated tortoises are releaBédterent types of
recipient sites are based on the habitat protection pravitlesltypesof recipient
sitesincludepublic or private lands with lontgrm protectionshortterm protection,
or no protecton as defined in th&opher Tortoise Permitting Glelines

refugia i areas in which organisms can survive during periods of unfavorable conditions.
relocation - deliberately moving wild gopher tortoises commensal species

rescue relocation- deliberately moving individuals or groups of tortoisesreas that are
typically unprotected, and may be relatively small, disturbed, or inadequately
managed to support lortgrm population viability. Rescue relocation is conducted
primarily to remove wild gopher tortoises from hur@aused harm.

responsble relocation - deliberately moving wild gopher tortoises into protected, managed,
suitable habitat where their future survival and koegn population viability are very
likely.

restocking - deliberately moving wild gopher tortoises into protected, managed, suitable

habitat where resident densities are extr
survival and longerm population viability are very likely.
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restocking site- an area oprotected, managed, suitable habitat where gopher tortoise
populations have been severely depleted or eliminated.

roller -chopping - a forestry method for preparing sites for planting pine trees; also used as a
land management tool to reduce the heightderity of understory vegetation. A
bulldozer pulls a heavy cylindrical drum with cutting blades that chop vegetation.

sandhill - upland habitat on gently rolling terrain that has deep, sandy kewitdeaf pine
xeric-adapted oaksand wiregrass.

scrub - upland xeric shrub habitat with or without sand pines, that has deep, sandy soils
evergreen oaksnd scattered bare patches of sand.

seronegativel negative blood test indicating no immune response to the bacteria that cause
upper respiratory tractisease in gopher tortoises.

seropositive- positive blood test indicating an immune response (exposure) to the bacteria
that cause upper respiratory tract disease in gopher tortoises.

seroprevalence rate of occurrence of seropositive status in a f[@jmn or sample; used as
a criterion of comparison between populations or samples.

shrub - a woody plant (height variable) that has several stems arising from the base and lacks
a single trunk.

silviculture - the art and science of establishing and growing healthy, high quality forests to
meet human needs.

site fidelity - remaining within a particular area.

soft release (relocation} those releases where relocated animals are contained in an
enclosure tathe recipient site for some period of time before being allowed to roam
freely; this differs from hard releases where animals are turned loose without any
period to acclimate to their new surroundings.

stewardship- taking good care of natural resources

succession (habitat} predictable and orderly changes in plant composition or structure over
time.

take - to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, Kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to attempt
to engage insuch conduct.th e t er m i hfiaitomal take meabsharactd e
which actually kills or injures fish or wildlifeSuch act may include significant
habitat modification or degradation where it actually kills or injures wildlife by
significantly impairing essential behavioral patterns,udeig breeding, feeding or

shelteringThe term Aharasso in the definition
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negligent act or omission which creates the likelihood of injury to wildlife by
annoying it to such an extent as to significantly disrupt norma\betal patterns
which include, but are not limited to, breeding, feeding or sheltéGhgpter68A-27
F.A.CH.

terrestrial - living on land.

understory - the lowest vegetative layer in a forest, consisting of woody and herbaceous
growth less than 8 in height.

univoltine T refers to organisms havirigorood per year.

upland (habitat) - high, generally dry, lands that are not wetlands (water).

upper respiratory tract disease a disease that occurs in gopher tortoises, where infected
individuals may show a discharge from the nasal passages or eyes, swelling of the
eyelids or area around the eyes, or reddened third eyelid. Theabesbclinical
signs {.e.,symptoms) come and go over time.

ventral - situated on or close to the abdomen or lower surface of the body.

viable population - a stable, selustaining population with a high likelihooel.g.,more
than 95%) of surviving for a lorgerm period €.9.,100 years).

walf tortoise - a gopher tortoise that has been removed from the wild but is not associated
with a permitted relocation effort amslgenerally fromanunknown location.

xeric (habitat) - very dry, in this case due to soliaracteristics
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CHAPTER 1: BIOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

This chaptermprovides a brief summary of information on selected aspects of the
biology and life history of the gopher tortoise. For mietailed reviews and information on
the biology and conservation of this species, the reader may reference the Biological Status
Report (BSR) for the Gopher Tortoise (Enge et al. 2006a), Mushinsky et al. 2006, or Ashton
and Ashton 2008.

Taxonomic Classfication

Gopher tortoises are members of the Class Reptilia, Order Testudines, and Family
Testudinidae. Ofive North American tortoise species (gertaspheru$, the gopher tortoise
(G. polyphemusis the only one that occurs east of the MissisdRiper.

Life History and Habitat

The gopher tortoise is a moderaized, terrestrial turtle, averaging-28 cm
(9-11in) long. The species is identified by its stumpy, elephantine hind feet and flattened,
shovellike forelimbs adapted for digging. Tk&ell is oblong and generally tan, brown, or
gray; hatchlings are yellowistrange.

The gopher tortoise typically inhabits uplands, especially those with relatively well
drained, sandy soils. The gopher tortoise is generally associated with |gngée@inus
palustiis) and »eric oak Quercusspp) sandhills but also occurs in scrub, xeric hammaock,
pine flatwoods, dry prairie, coastal grasslands and dunes, mixed hargweod
communities, and a variety of disturbed habitats (Auffenberg and FraBz K@shlan and
Mazzotti 1984; Diemer 1986, 1987, 1992b; Breiningieal. 1994; Ashton and Ashton 2008).
Gopher tortoisedig burrows that average 4.5 m (14.8 ft) long and 2 m (6.6 ft) in depth
(Hansen 1963). Ashton and Ashton (2008) recorded their sohgerow as 20.5 m (67 ft).
These burrows, which provide protection from temperature extremes, moisture loss, and
predators, serve agefuge for 350400 other species, including listed commensal species
such as the gopher frogithobates capith easérn indigo snakelfrymarchon coupeyi
Florida pine snakeRjtuophismelanoleucus mugitysandFlorida mouseFodomys
floridanug (Coxet al. 1987, Jackson and Milstrey 1989, Wtizal. 1991, Kentet al. 1997).

The gopher tortoise is slow to reach sexual maturity, has low fecundity, and has a
long life span (Landers 1980). Females reach sexual maturiflay®ars of age,
depending on local resource abundance and latitude; males mature at a slightly younger age
. (Landerset al. 1980, Diemer and Moore 1994,
The gopher tortoise '_S slo Mushinskyet al. 1994, Aresco and Guyer 1999). The
to reachsexual maturity, | preeding season is generally Marddctober (Johren et
has low fecundity, and ha al. 2007). Nests are excavated (often in burrow mounds)
a long life span. from mid-May to mid-June, and only 1 clutch is produced
annually (Landerst al.1980). Clutch size is usually 5 to
9 eggs, with an average of 6 (Diemer and Moore 1994, Butler and Hull E¥syusimary in
Ashtonet al.2007). Incubation period is approximatelyB00 days, depending on latitude
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(Iverson 1980, Landert al. 1980). Predation on nests and hatchlings is heavy (Alford
1980, Landersgt al. 1980, Butler and Sowell 1996, Smith 19%ike and Seigel 2006).

Gopher tortoises feed primarily on broadleaf . w
grasses, wiregrass, grdie asters, lequmes, and fruits GOPher tortoise densities
(Garner and Landers 1981 adonald and Mushinsky | @and movements are
1988), but they are known to eat >400 species of planaffected by the amount of
(Ashton and Ashton 2008). Tortoise densities and | herbaceous ground covel
movements are affected by the amount of herbaceous
ground cover (Auffenberg and Iverson 1979). Generally, feeding activibnitned to
within 50 m (164 ft) of the burrow (Auffenberg and Franz 1982), but a tortoise may travel
>100 m (328 ft) from its burrow for specific forage requirements (Ashton and Ashton 2008).
Home range size varies with habitat type, season, and des wirtoise; moreover,
considerable individual variation has been found (Diemer 1992b). Reported average home
ranges for males have varied from 0.5 to 1.9 ha (1.2Z7'tad). Females generally have
smaller home ranges, with reported averages ranging@rbno 0.6 ha (0.2 to 1.6 ac)
(McRaeet al. 1981, Diemer 1992b, Smittt al. 1997, Eubankset al.2003; see summary in
Pike 2006). Each tortoise typically uses several burrows (MeRalel981, Auffenberg
and Franz 1982, Diemer 1992b), which compésatstimates of population density (McCoy
and Mushinsky 1992b).

Distribution and Population Status

The gopher tortoise occurs in the southeastern Coastal Plain from southeastern South
Carolina to extreme southeastern Louisiéhaffenberg and Franz 1982); Figure 1. The
gopher tortoise is endemic to the United States, and Florida represents the largest portion of
the total global range of the species. Gopher tortoises remain widely distributed in Florida,
occurring in parts odll 67 counties; however, their current range in south Florida is limited
because of unsuitable habitat and increased urbanization (Diemer 1987, Mushigsky
2006) . Tortoise populations occur as far sou
east and west coasts (Auffenberg and Franz 1982, Kushlan and Mazzotti 1984).

Population estimates for the gopher tortoise in Florida are based on 2003 geographic
information system (GIS) data indicating that the current extent of gopher tortoise habitat is
approximately 3.3 million acres (Engeal. 2006a). Using density information from McCoy
et al.2002 and population ratios of adult to immature tortoises from Diemer 1992a, the
estimated number of adult tortoises approximately 785,000 (seesEalg2006a for more
detailed explanations of acreage and population estimates).
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Figure 1. Distribution of the gopher tortoise in the southeastern United States.
Historic and Ongoing Conservation Efforts

Harvest of gopher tortoises has been regulated in Florida since 1972, and the species
was fully protected in 1988 (Appendix 1). The introduction of toxic substances into burrows
(e.g.,gassing to force rattlesnakes from their retreats) was prohibit&@¥8) and the racing
of gopher tortoises for charity purposes was ended in 1989. By thEa®d$, impacts from
development necessitated increasing regulatory focus. From 1984 to 2011, various policies,
protocols, guidelines, and rules have addresseunb&cts from urbanization on this
imperiled species. In June 2006, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
(FWC) amended its rules to clearly provide protection to the burrows of gopher tortoises.

Originally statelisted asThreatened in 185, the gopher tortoise was reclassified as a
SpeciesofSpecialConcern in 1979 when Floridabés i mper.
modi fi ed. The speciesd6 status tlodedesmdes.f i cat i o
Associated with th8iological Status Report (BSRublished in 2006Engeet al. 2006a)
and the approval of the original management plan, the gopher tortoise was reclassified as
Threatened in 2007.

The gopher tortoise is currently listed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlifei&erv
(USFWS) asThreatened in accordance with the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) for
populations occurring west of the Mobile and Tombigbee Rivers in Alabama, Mississippi,
and Louisiana (50 CFR 817.11). The status of the gopher tortoise in it @astg was
evaluated by the USFWS in 202011 The 12month status review was published in the
Federal Register (76(144):45:38162) in July 2011 and included the findithgtthe
species is warranted for federal listing under the ESPhasatened, duyrecluded from
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listing due to higher priority listing activities (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2011). As
such, it is currently considered a€andidate species under the ESA. Candidate species are
not subjected to federal regulations under the E®# current conservation actions can
potentially help preclude the need for future federal listing in the eastern portion of the

S peci e sTofostenam maeased level of collaboration to actively conserve gopher
tortoises, the Department of DefenkkeS. Forest Service, USFWS, FWC, Georgia
Department of Natural Resources, South Carolina Department of Natural Resources,
Alabama Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisherigtal organizationsand several
nonrgovernmental organizations (NGOs) enstemto a Candidate Conservation Agreement
(CCA) for the gopher tortoise in 20Q&s revised) The purpose of this voluntary agreement
is to implement proactive and coordinated conservation activities that can, in turn, help
preclude the need to list tigepher tortoise under the ESA.

Habitatprotectonhas been and continues to be an
conservation strategy for this species. Rasiacquisition efforts by FWC and other state
agencies have focused on securing high quadityral communities because of the values
these habitats provide to tortoises, burrow commensals, and other wildlife species. However,
acquisition of conservation lands under Florida Forever has significantly decsaasethe
Gopher Tortoise Managemdplanwasapprovedn 2007. This is a result of the current
economic downturn that has affected all of Florida (and most of the United States).
Therefore, the revision of this plan includes a new approalcaliatprotectionthrough
incentives and parerships, more so than outright acquisition by FWC and other public
agencies.Protectionof quality native habitats will continue to be a priority, but restoration
of potential habitat for gopher tortoises on public and private lands will also takéypriori
when these activities contribute toward recovery of the gopher tortoise.

Many local governments have also made significant contributions to the conservation
of gopher tortoises, primarily by preserving and managing habitat through various
conservatiorprograms, screening development activities to determine the need for a permit
from FWC, and directly limiting impacts on tortoises. The FWC has coordinated with a
number of counties regarding gopher tortoise mitigation and conservation since the 1980s
and under the plarhas organized annual workshops for local governments to enhance
coordination and disseminate information critical to local conservation efforts.
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CHAPTER 2: THREAT ASSESSMENT
Reason for Listing

In May 2002, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) staff
introduceda petition (Gruver 2002) to reclassify the gopher tortoise fré@pacies of
SpecialConcerm (68A-27.005F . A. C.Thr & at pegids ©8A2%6004,F.A.C). A
teamof scientists completed ttgiological Status Repdr{Engeet al. 2006a) and FWC
Commissioners agreed that reclassification of the gopher tortoise was warrBmetiatus
review found that the species meets Criterion A (population size redurcgsred from loss
of habitaj for classification as @hreatenedpecies. The gopher tortoise was reclassified as
Threatened in September 2007 following the managememgplaroval by the FWC
Commission.

Present and Anticipated Threats

The primary threat to gopher tortoises in Florida is habitat destrutégmentation,
and degradation, particularly from urbanization and development, agriculture, and
phosphate/heavy metals mining (Diemer 1986, 1987; Berish [Diemer] 1991; McCoy and
Mushinsky 1995; Berish 200Emithet al.2006). Tortoise populations in tRéorida
: Panhandle have been severely depleted by human predation
The primary threat | and from habitat degradation resulting from fire suppression
to gopher tortoises | and planting dense stands of sand gRiaus clausin
in Florida is habitat | sandhill habitat (Auffenberg and Franz 1982; Diemer 1986,
destruction 1987, BerishpOl). Formerly large tortoise populations in the
f ¢ t"on e northern peninsula have been depleted by agriculture, human
repniEn _a lon, predation, and increasing development (Taylor 1982, Diemer
degradation 1987). In central Florida, urban growth and development,
phosphate mining, and citrpsoduction are the primary threats
(Auffenberg and Franz 1982; Diemer 1986, 1987). In south Florida, tortoise habitat has been
destroyed or degraded by urbanization, intensive agriculture, and invasive exotic plant
species (Berish [Diemer] 1991, Berish02(). Habitat fragmentation of rural areas by roads
and increased vehicular traffic due to development result in increased road mortality of
gopher tortoises, which are often drawn to roadsides because of available forage (Franz and
Auffenberg 1978; Landsrand Buckner 1981; Landers and Garner 1981; Lohoefener 1982;
Diemer 1986, 1987; Berish 2001; Mushingkyal.2006).

Degradation of tortoise habitat on silvicultural lands occurs when the canopy of pine
plantations becomes closed and little or no ustdey forage is available to tortoises
(Landers and Buckner 1981; Landers and Garner 1981; Auffenberg and Franz 1982; Diemer
1986, 1987; Berish 2001). Site preparation associated with pine silviculture reduces native
ground cover, and the sparse covelegiime and notegume forbs provides poor forage,
resulting in slower tortoise growth rates and delayed sexual maturity (Aresco and Guyer
1999). Lack of prescribed fire or suppression of natural fires also results in canopy closure
and reduced tortoiserfage plants (Landers and Speake 1980; Landers and Garner 1981;
Auffenberg and Franz 1982; Diemer 1986, 1987; Berish 2001). Local isolated populations of
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gopher tortoises may persist for decades in overgrown habgtat; :
but recruitment of young into these populations declines ag thack of prescribed
canopy increases and habitat quality decreases (McCoy andfire or suppression of
Mushinsky 1992a, Mushinsky and McCoy 1994). natural fires results in
canopy closure and
The gpread of exotic plant species such as Brazilian| reduced tortese
pepper §chinus terebinthifoliys Australian pineCasuarina | forage plants.
equisetifolig, cogongrasdifiperata cylindric, and hairy
indigo (Indigofera hirsuta also degrades tortoise habitat (Berish [Diemer] 1991, Hicklin
1994, Berish 2001, Basiotit al.2005, Smithet al.2006). Cogongrass from Asia can
quickly form a tall, dense ground cover that is unsuitable for the gopher tortoise, particularly
on rangé&nds, pastures, roadsides, and reclaimed phosphate mines (&hidlntP97,
Mushinskyet al.2006).

Gopher tortoise eggs and hatchlings are preyed upon by mammals, birds, and snakes
(Douglass and Winegarner 1977, Fitzpatrick and Woolfenden 1978etsaidl. 1980,
Butler and Sowell 1996, Smith 1997, Pike and Seigel 2006). Approximat&@%®of nests
are typically depredated, primarily by predators such as the radeamey6n loto), striped
skunk Mephitis mephitil gray fox (Jrocyon cinereoargnteu$, and opossuni)idelphis
virginiana) (Hallinan 1923, Ernst and Barbour 1972, Douglass and Winegarner 1977,
Landerset al. 1980). More than 90% of hatchlings may not survive their first year @itz
al. 1992, Butler and Sowell 1996, Epperson angel@003, Pike and Seigel 2006). Adults
are usually immune to predation, but some are killed by dogsi$ familiarig andcoyotes
(C. latrang (Douglass and Winegarner 1977, Causey and Cude 1978, Hawkins and Burke
1989, Mushinskyet al.2006). Gopherartoise populations can typically sustain themselves
despite natural predation pressure, with only 1 to 3 of every 100 eggs probably producing a
breeding adult (Landers 1980). However, predator populations, such as raccoons and crows
(Corvusspp.), can bartificially high in some habitats because of anthropogenic factors
(Smith and Engeman 2002). Also, new tortoise predators have invaded Florida via human
transport or habitat alteration: nibanded armadilloasypus novemcinctysoyote,
monitor lizads (Varanusspp.),andred imported fire antJolenopsis invicjg(Douglass and
Winegarner 1977, Auffenberg and Iverson 1979, Mxial. 2000, Epperson and Heise 2003,
Engeet al. 2004, Owengt al.2005). Recently, Argentine tegu lizardsupinambis
meiana€e) have been found using gopher tortoise burrows near Tampa; their impact on
tortoises is currently unknown (Engeal.2006b).

Heavy human predation on the gopher tortoise occurred in the past in Florida,
especially in the Panhandle and northemimpgula (Harcourt 1889, Fisher 1917, Anderson
1949, Alberson 1953, Hutt 1967, Matthews 1979, Auffenberg and Franz 1982, Taylor 1982,
Diemer 1986, Mickler 1986, Diemer 1987, Berish 2001). Prior to the closure of tortoise
harvest in the late 1980s, a comntyim Okaloosa County held an annual tortoise cookout.
Although tortoise protection and decreased tortoise populations have reduced human
consumption rates, some tortoise populations may still be depleted by continued human
predation (Mushinskegt al.2006). Road development facilitates human access into remote
areas and may lead to exploitation of additional gopher tortoise populations. Evidence of
sporadic, localized harvest of tortoises still exists (T. Thomas, pers. comm.).
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Beginning in the 1990s pyper respiratory tract disease (URTD) was identified as a
potential threat to the gopher tortoise (Brostral.2002), and relatively large dffs (100
300+ shells) that might be linked to URTD were documented on several public lands in
Florida (McLaughin 1997; Smithet al. 1998; Brownet al. 1999; Diemer Beriskt al.2000,
2010; Gategt al.2002; Rabatsky and Blihovde 2002; Siegieal. 2003). At least 2
Mycoplasmdbacteria) species have been shown to cause URTD in gopher tortoises (Brown
et al. 1995, 2004; Browret al.1999), and other pathogens, including herpesvirus and
iridovirus, may cause similar disease (Origgal.2004, Johnsost al.2010). Pathogens
may be partially responsible for declines in some gopher tortoise populatong\er,

URTD may have a long evolutionary history as a gopher tortoise diddaSoy et al.

2007) Thereare several possibilities why URTD has only been discovetatvely
recently: (1) increased research on gopher tortoises, (2) increased stredsevriqytipse
populations from habitat fragmentation and degradation has lowered their resistance to
pathogens, (3) a more virulent form of the pathogen has evolved, or (4) URTD was
introduced by humans via exposure to infected captive tortoises (EBtoavr1999,
Mushinskyet al.2006).

Epidemiological studies to date have not clarified impacts from URTD. Throughout
the gopher tortoiseds range, this disease
social behavior is believed to play a criticale in the spread of mycoplasma in wild
populations, with immature tortoises having minimal direct interactions with adults, thereby
limiting their exposure to the pathogen (Wendlabhdl 201®). On Sanibel Island, 87% of
gopher tortoises tested werr@positive for exposure to the pathogen, and at least
population on the island appears to have experienceeb@%5eduction in breeding age
adults (McLaughlin 1997, McLaughliet al.2000). In a followup survey of selected public
lands, however, Mc@y et al. (2007) reported that gopher tortoise declines did not appear to
be related to the presenceMfagassiziin the specific populations studied. Using mark
recapture data collected over-gea period, Ozgukt al.(2009) reported that apparent
survival of seropositive (exposed) tortoises was higher (0.99) than that of seronegative
tortoises (0.88); however, another plausible model suggested that susceptible (seronegative)
tortoisesin high seroprevalence25% seropositive) sites had lower aggdsurvivalrates
than did susceptiblertoisesn low seroprevalence (<25% seropositive) sites, indicating a
possible acute effect aifection This same study reported that the number of tortoise
carcasses detected during annual surveys increasgficsigtly with increasing site
seroprevalence, from approximatelyeto approximatelyive shell remains per 100
individuals. PerezHeydrichet al (2011) found that even relatively URT-Dee tortoise
populations showed decline, with no evidence to indicate that URTD was the sole or primary
cause of gopher tortoise population decline. The models also indicated that the impact of
disease on host populatedepended primarily on how often a population underwent an
epizootic state, rather than how long the epizootic persisted in the exposed population. Thus,
impacts of mycoplasmal URTD are not clear at this titnethe case of a chronic disease in
a longlived species, actually quantifying the impacts may require decades of data to
document longerm, smallscale impacts.
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CHAPTER 3: CONSERVATION GOAL AND OBJECTIVES

Conservation Goal

Theultimate conservatiogoalfor the gophertortoise is to restore and maintain secure,
viable populations of gopher tortoises throughout Flosmléhe species no longer warrants
listing. Achieving this goal will also assist in securing populations of the many commensal
species dependent on thetows and habitat of the gopher
The Goal: Restore and | tortoise, and may prevent these species from becoming
maintain secure, viable more ]mperlled in the future. T_he current cause of .

P |mpe_r|Irr_1ent of the gopher tortoise is the rate of pop_ulat|on
p0pl_J c g ) decline,inferredfrom loss ofhabitat Accomplishing tis
Florida so the species nq timategoal will require reducing the rate of gopher
longer warrants listing tortoise population decline and maintaining or increasing
populations on protected habitat until the species qualifies
for delisting ThenewGopher Tortoise &mitting Guidelines(approved April2008, as
amendedgnsure the humane and responsible relocation of all gopher tortoises from
development sitesFurthermore, FW@o longer issues incidental take perntitat allow
entombment ofortoises As a result of this new permitting program, thie iaf decline of the
species can no longer be evaluated solely by habitat Téesdesirable end state for tigisal
is:

e Viable gopher tortoise populations remain present in every county in Florida.

e Total tortoise population stabilizes at carrying cayaaf protected habitat
(public and private).

e Genetic diversity and integrity of total population and subpopulations are
retained.

e Protected locations of sufficient area and population size to be perpetually
stable.

Realizing thiggoalwill take many yars, in part because of the magnitude of the
challenges facing this species, and in part due to the inherent biology of these slow growing,
long-lived animals. Progress toward thismategoal must therefore be incremental, step by
step, strategicallyral practically directed to optimize the use of available resources.
Therefore, th@verarching objectivéor this management plan isitcur no net lossf gopher
tortoises from the time of plan approval in 2012 through 202 plan establisheébe
measurableoverarching objectivéhat works towarddecreasing the rate of population decline
of the gopher tortoisbecause it is necessary to immediately decrease the rate of decline so that
the ultimate conservation goadn be achievefl.e.,< 30% over 3 generations &valuatehe
Threatened designati@nd potentially delist the species if it does not meet any of the criteria
for listing outlined in68A-27 F.A.C).
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Conservation Objectives

Conservation objectivesnd strategieprovide Theconservation objectives
bench mark$o measure progress towards achievhey involveminimizing thdoss of

management plagoal. The objectives will be met her tortoi )
through the implementation of the series of conservati gopher tortoiss, managing

actionsthat serveio achieve the conservation objectivey @nd p_rotectingwabitat,_
and strategiesThis plan proposes the following restaing gopher tortoises
objectives that will be monitored overetiplan period. and maintaining the tortoise

as a keystone species

Objective 1 Minimize the Loss of Gopher drtoises

Strategy 1.} Ensure responsible relocation of all gopher tortoises from development sites
through the implemented permitting guidein@. 17)

Action 1.1.1 Accommodate additional gopher tortoises displaced by development on
other lands to address specific conservation, educational, or humane(pekd)s.

Strategy 1.2 Improve permitting compliance and enforcement effectiveness through
partnerships with local governments in all counties by 2(j128)

Strategy 13 - By 2014, develop best management practices (BMBavoid and minimize
incidental takeof gopher tortoises on agricultural and silvicultural larfds18)

Action13.1: Wor k wi th FWC6s Conser vasectiooon Pl anni
private agricultural and silvicultural interests, and stakeholder grouges/&dop BMPs
that will avoid andninimizeincidental takeof gopher tortoises and/or burrovg. 18)

Strategy 14 - Reduce hatchling predation on sjtas appropriateyhere population
viability and persistence have been compromi§ed3)

Action 14.1: In extreme cases where hatchling success is documented to be unusually
low or where sustaingdvenile mortality is occurring, consider implementing

predator exclusigrheadstart programsor both,where juveniles are protected until

large enough to minimize the predation rigk 53)

Strategy 15 - Reduce the anthropogenic transmission of tortoise diseases
Action 15.1: Establish an educational campaign to warn the public of thetasks
gopher tortoise populations from transmissiomééctious agets when gopher

tortoises are moved illegall{p. 56)

Action 15.2: Provide disinfection and sanitation protocols for those persons
conducting permitted relocations tortoiseresearch(p. 56)
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Action 15.3: Provide protocol foaccommodating clinically ill tortoises during
permitted relocationgp. 56)

Strategy 16 - Increase knowledge of disease impacts on tortoise populdpoBbs)

Action 16.1: Establish a procedure for carcass recovery and pathological investigation
of sick and dead tortoises in instances of laagge mortality eveste.g.,more than
20 dead tortoises in a relatively restricted geographical area and time) pgxi66)

Action 1.6.2: Create a gopher tortoise mortality event database and coordinate with
other agencieand local governments to document incidences of unusual ordeate
die-offs. (p. 56)

Action 16.3; Participatan rangewide gopher tortoise health working group to
facilitate exchange of information and issues on tortoise health evaluaticiisande
monitoring.(p. 56)

Action 16.4: Conduct periodic followup assessmengs.g, serology; nasal flushesj
tortoise populations known to have higlidence of disease to determine impacts over
time. (p. 56)

Action 16.5: Conduct study to sample serology of tortoises on select recipient sites
following multiple relocations to determine exposure status to mycoplasché
possible, iridovirus(p. 56)

Action 16.6: Provide link on FWC website tdandbook on Gophérortoise
(Gopherus polyphemus) Health Evaluation Procedures for Use by Land Managers and
Researcherto assist with determination of tortoise health and illngs£6)

Strategy 17 - Gather the necessary information to effectively manage resident and
relocated tortoise populations over the ldagn.(p. 69)

-10-

Action 17.1: Conduct followup studies of marked populations to determine dynamics,
immigration, and emigration ovéror more decadegp. 70)

Action 17.2: Evaluate forage and nutritional needs that affect movements and habitat
use.(p. 70)

Action1.7.3: Identify and implementnarking technique for juvenile tortoises that will
persist over timeg(p. 69)

Action 17.4: Find improved method to more accuratdgtermine tortoise agé. 70)

Action 17.5. Evaluate usefulness of satellite telemetry for intensive monitoring of
tortoise movementgp. 69)

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
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Action 1.7.6. Conduct baseline and follewp studies of fragmented or insular
populations to provide insights on minimum patch size/viable populdfion0)

Action 1.7.7: Evaluate survival of older juvenile and subadult size classes to help
alleviate detection problem associated with hiatg tortoise burrowsp. 69)

Action 17.8: Evaluate best methods to detect hatchling and juvenile bureogys,
postburn surveys; use of canines to lodaterows.(p. 69)

Action 1.7.9: Gather additional data on opportunistic sheltering, use of microhabitats,
and dispersal by juvenile tortois€p. 69)

Action 1.7.10. Determine if winter burns contribute to calcium depletion in juvenile
tortoises(p. 69)

Action 17.11: Evaluate the impacts of herbicides on tortoigeg.2)
Action 17.12: Identify impacts oéxotic wildlife on tortoise populationp. 72)

Action 17.13: Conduct followup surveys of tortoises inhabiting burrows on sites
undergoing development and of tortoises retained isitpreservegp. 72)

Action 17.14: Conduct followup studies of tortoises moved under temporary
exclusio permits to determine response to temporary displacement along linear,
disturbed habitatgp. 69)

Action 17.15: Determine habitat use and movements of &etoin relatively poorky
drained soils, especially in South Florida. 73)

Strategyl.8- Reduce the decline of gopher tortoises through targeted education and
outreach to specific audiences. (pp-67)

Action 1.8.1: Create various outreach products to increase the awareness of motorists
onthe issue ofoad mortality (p. 67)

Action 1.8.2: Develop a tortois@ise community program to educate residents on the

tortoiseds role as a keystone species,
tortoises by pet, and compatible yard planting that provide forage for gopher tortoises.

(p-67)
Objective 2: Increasand ImproveGopher Tortoise Habitat

Strateqgy 2. Increase the amount of protected, potential habitat from recent estimates
(2003 data; Enget al.2006a) of 1,340,000 acres to 1,955,000 acres. Wiligiclude an
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additional 615,000 acres by both acquisition of new public lands and permanently
protectirg private lands with conservation easemgims30)

Action 2.1.1 Continue public acquisition of potential habitatdllysources at an
average of 41,00acresper year through 2022p. 30)

Strategy 2.2 Increase protection of potential habitat on private laads,(hrough
conservation easements) to an average @006acres per year through 20Zthis is
approximately 12% of the 1.98 million acres of potential tortoise habitat currently in
private ownership(p. 30)

Action 2.21: Mechanisms for achieving this objective include FvéCipient site
permits,state and local government partnerships, and private land stewardship
programs(p. 30)

Strategy 2.3 Manage vegetation to optimize gopher tortoise forage and shelterareeds
public and private landgp. 37)

Action 2.3.1 Manage habitat to meet management parameters in 8.qjplet2)

Action 2.3.2 Target thgercentof canopy cover on protected, occupied, or potential
habitatto be less than 60% promote an increase loérbaceous foragé. 42)

Strategy2.4 - Develop cooperative agreements, outreach capacity, technical assistance, and
cooperation with other local, state, and federal land management agencies to encourage
them to manage available tortoise habitat28)

Strategy 2.5 Provide incentives anassistancéor appropriate habitat management on
private lands(p. 47)

Action 2.5.1 Work with Landowner Assistance Program (LAP) to educate private
landowners regarding identification of and proper land management in gopher tortoise
habitats(p. 51)

Action2521 n cooperation with LAP and FWCOs
Blueprint, develop new incentives and payment for ecosystem services programs to
encourage fper gopher tortoise habitat managemgntsl)

Action 2.5.3 Participate in or organize workshops and other outreach to educate
private landowners and tlgeneral publion appropriate habitat managemept
Error! Bookmark not defined.)

Strategy 2.6 Promote the use of Habitat Conservation Plans (HCPs), cotiearva

banking, and Candidate Conservation Agnents with Assurances (CCAA)itderesed
public and private landowner@. 50)
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Action 2.6.1: Coordinate witRWC and USFWS staff and evaluate these incentive
tools as a means to provide a conservation benefit for gopher tortoises, and provide
incentives to the landowner for the added conservation beipe#i)

Strateqy 27 - Monitor the amount and condition of habitat over time to determine if
populations are declining, &ile, or increasingp. 59)

Action 2.7.1: Develop ways to monitor or assess gopher tortoise habitat at the
landscape scale using remote sensing or other m@ab8)

Strategy 28 - Work with private partners and other agencies to seek funding to restore
habitat and increase gopher tortoise carrying capacity and review the application of FWC
land acquigion funds for this purposép. 30)

Strategy 2 - Investigate initial and subsequent response of tortoises to various fire
frequencies and seasofys.73)

Action 29.1: Identify best practices for areas where fire is prohibited or lim{fed.3)

Objective 3: Enhance and Restore Gopher Tortoise Populations

Strategy 3. Enhance gopher tortoise populations in degraded habitatestoder gopher
tortoises on suitablpublic conservatiofands where populatiofsve been severely
depleted or eliminatedp. 53)

Action 3.1.1: Coordinate with public land management agencies to identify sites that
could benefit froneither facilitated or directegopulation restoratior{p. 53)

Action 3.1.2: Determine best sources of gopher tortoises for population restoration on
select pubtly owned conservation landg. 53)

Strateqy3.2 - Continue to work with willing private landowners to determine if either
facilitated or directed populatioestoration would benefit their tortoise populatig(ps.
53

Strateqy 3 - Gather the necessary information to effectively manage resident and
relocated tortoise populations over the ldagn. (p. 69)

Action 33.1: Determine which factors enhance site fidelity and overall relocation
successe.g, source, number, and size/sex of tortoises; habitat type; season of
relocation(p. 71)

Strategy3.4 - Monitor populationstatus of gopher tortoisesing the rangavide
monitoring protocol(p. 59)
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Action 34.1: In cooperation with LAP, FDACS, or other entities involved in
monitoring voluntary BMP compliance, gather and analyze data from observations of
gopher tortoises and burrows participating landgp. 18)

Objective 4: Maintain the GopherTor t oi s e 6 s PBystoneSpeciesn as a K

Strategy 4.} Create guidelines farelocaton of priority commensal species from
development siteas appropriatgp. 75)

Action 4.1.1 Develop interim recommendations f@ocationof commensals when
relocating gopher tortoise. 75)

Action 4.1.2 Determine the necessary habitat and population condibiomscipient
sites to accommodafor the relocation oEommensalgp. 75)

Action 4.1.3 Identify appropriate recipient sites for each priority commensal species.

(p. 79

Action 4.1.4 As appropriate, evelop procedures foelocaton that will maximize
survival of the individuals and conservation of the spe¢e35)

Strateqy 4.2 Develop guidelines for specific management needs of priority commensal
species(p. 75)

Action 4.2.1. Coordinate with the FWC Florida mouse management plan team to
incorporate management recommendatiqms/ 6)

Action 4.2.2: Coordinate with the FWC Florida pine snake management plan team to
incorporate management recommendatiqms/ 6)

Action 42.3: Coordinate with the FWC gopher frog management plan team to
incorporate management recommendatigms/ 6)

Action 4.2.4: Coordinate with USFWS staff to incorporate appropriate
recommendations from the eastern indigo snake recovery(plait)

Strategy 4.3 By 2014, developBMPs for selectpriority commensal species on agricultural
and silvicultural landgp. 18)

Strategy 4.4 For the duration of this management plan, continue to educate land managers
and the general public about the broader role of gopher tortoises in maintaining biodiversity
of upland ecosystem@. 37)

Strategy 4.5 By 2017, identify data gaps with regard to management and conservation of
priority commensal species from development s{{gs/5)
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Action 4.5.1: Perform a literature review to identify data needs regarding the impacts
of agricultural practices on commensal species and their use of gopher tortoise
burrows.(p. 75)

Action 4.52: Develop effective relocation strategies and guidelines for each species
as appropriatep. 75)

Action 4.53: Conduct surveys of genetic variation to determine subpopulations and
the level of gene flow among subpopulatidips.75)

Action 4.54: ldentify habitat characteristics that influence home range sizes, habitat
utilization, and species densities in scrub and sandhill hal{pats)

Action 4.55: Determine and implement effective methods for surveying priority
commensal populations on areas where gopher tortocses (p. 75)

Action 4.56: Develop monitoring protocols for priority commensals that are
relocated to colleadata andnform future managemen(p. 75)

Action 4.57: Monitor relocated priority commensals to assess the survivorship and
behavior of those individuals and impacts on recigbemulations(p. 75)

Action 4.58: Identify and prioritize appropriate recipient sites for commensal species
when relocatedp. 75)

Action 4.59: Evaluate disease susceptibility and transmission in advance of
relocating priority commensal§.75)

Action 4.5.10: Conduct surveys for invertebrate commensgaldetermine
distribution and habitat; and collate spe@pscimens and data for analydgs75)

Action 4.5.11: Determine best protocols for releasing commensals at recipient sites
that increase their chance for survial.75)
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CHAPTER 4: CONSERVATION ACTIONS

This chapter presents conservation actions which serve to achieve the conservation
objectives and strategies outlined in Chapter 3. These actions are best accomp gy
an adaptive management approach that allows for easy adjustments to policies, guidelines, and
techniques based on observed conservation benefits or detriments, and sound science. Although
science serves as the basis for management actionsatbenstances where the Florida Fish
and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) and its partners must project beyond available
knowl edge to help reduce the rate of this spe
available, it will be incorporated intaxgoing gopher tortoise conservation.

The actions are organized into the following broad sections: regulations, permitting,
local government coordination, law enforcement, hapitatection habitat management,
incentivespopulation management, diseasanagement, monitoring, education and outreach,
and research. Each section contains specific management actions and timelines for
implementation.

Regulations

The FWC amended agency rules (Chapter-88AF.A.C.) in 2007 to reclassify the
gopher tortoisérom a Species of Special Concern to Threatened, and to implement protections
necessary to achieve the objectives of this plarR011, FWC revised the rules relating to
endangered and threatened species. Z0érevision of rule68A-27, however, dichot alter the
protections provided for gopher tortoises. A history of the regulation of gophesésrisi
included in Appendix 1Subparagrapl68A-27.0032)(d)3, F.A.C. states:

The Gopher tortoises hereby declared to be Statlesignated Threatened
Speciesand shall be afforded the protective provisions specified in this
subparagraph. No person shall take, attempt to take, pursue, hunt, harass,
capture, possess, sell or transport any gopher tortoise or parts thereof or their
eggs, or molest, damag®y destroy gopher tortoise burrows, except as
authorized by Commission permit or when complying with Commission
approved guidelines for specific actions which may impact gopher tortoises
and their burrows. A gopher tortoise burrow is a tunnel with a csesdion

that closely approximates the shape of a gopher tortoise. Permits will be issued
based upon whether issuance would further management plan goals and
objectives.

In 2007, when the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan was first approved by FWC, a new
permitting framework was outlined and included as a high priority implementation item of the
plan. The Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelinégril 2008, as amendeajeredeveloped and
approvedby FWC and remain in effect for specific actions which may impact gopher tortoises
and their burrowsPermitsareissued based upon whether issuance would further management
plan goals and objectivg68A-27.003(2)(d)3, F.A.G.
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Rule68A-27.007F.A.C.also provides some exceptions to the permitting requirement
for actions that are consistent with F¥é@proved species management plans or for emergency
purposes as describedthre rule

Permitting

The gopher tortoise has been protected in Florida for over 30 ggars,197%s a
Species of Special Concern, and since 2007 as a Threatened spétiascally, gopher
tortoise permits have been issued for impantgiental to carrying out an otlveise lawful
activity. The former permit system authorized the
relocation prior to land clearing and development commencing. The new permitting system
implemented under the 2007 management plan was restddtuensure that all gopher
tortoises are relocated out of harmés way and
benefit to the species.

The Species Conservation Planning Section at FWC issues pernuitetinted species
including deelopment related permitsgientific research, education, and other specific purposes
for gopher tortoiseslssuance of these permits is intended to authorize and facilitate land
management, scientific collection, and educational activities wahelitions that provide
safeguards and conservation benefits to protected species. Most scientific and educational use
permits require approved research proposals or educational outreachAgldngnal
information is located on the MyFWC.com websiteler the Protected Wildlife Permitting

webpagé’

Guidelines

Following approval of the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan in Z00T, worked with
stakeholders to develop the highesbpty implementation item in the plan. The Gopher
Tortoise Permitting Guidelines were approved by the Commission in 2008 and fully
implemented in 2009. Subsequent revisions have been mididénput from stakeholders
which have improved the permittinggeess and provided additional permitting options specific
to types of impacts. All permitted activities for the gopher tortoise also help to ensure that all
gopher tortoises are relocated out of har mos
activitieswhile providing a conservation benefit to the speciHse guidelinespecify
prohibited actionshatimpact gopher tortoisend their burrows. Information about gopher
tortoise permitting, including the Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines, caodessed online
at MyFWC.com/GopherTortois®

New options and requirements for relocating gopher tortoises are detailedSopher
Tortoise Permitting Guidelines. These ops further assist in achieving conservation objectives
by directing entities developing properties where gopher tortoises would be impacted by such
activities obtain a gopher tortoise relocation permit and contribute to the conservation of the
species. Permitbased incentives encourage permitted entities to relocate tortoises-terimng
protected and managed recipient sitext provide the greatest assurance formm
conservation of the species
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The Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines adaptive in nature. Working closely with
stakeholders, FWC has revisaad improvedhe guidelinesnultiple times since initial approval
in 2008. As more information becomes available, FWC will contioweork with stakeholders
to update and improve tlyriidelines that help achieve the conservation objectives for the
species.

Online Permitting System

SinceApril 2009, most permits can be applied &od obtained electronically at
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoiseThe FWConline permitting system was created to better track
the relocation of tortoises from development sites to permitted recipient areas, thus contributing
to minimizing the loss of tortoise©Once registered, applicants can completesaiunit permit
appliationsand associated mitigation. The system also provides a means to send and receive
official communicationdbetween FWC and applicants, andssue and retrieveermitsonline.
Althoughpaper applications remain available, apgioas submitted ortie help teexpedite the
review process and ensuheinformationentereds consistent The onlinepermittingsystem
also provides theapability for the general publiotsearch for and viewll permit applications
; ; andissued permitselated togopher ortoises. In
Since April 2009, most addition to theonline permittingsystem the
permits can be applied for MyFWC.com/GopherTortoisarebste includes an
and obtained electronically a] enhanced mapping tool allowirgy user tdind

MyFWC.com/GopherTortoisq authorized agents, relocation permésd recipient sites
by geographidocation.

The onlinepermitting system is supported by powerful database management technology
that allows sophisticated retrieval and analysis of information from this complex dathset
database alsprovidespermitreporting services thatlow FWC staff to easily accesmportant
data collectedrom the online permitting systenThis information is useful to FWr
determining progress toward achieving the objectives of this plan, through tracking, verifying,
and monitoring permitted actil@sthroughout the stata-uture @hancements tdé online
systemwill include theelectronic submission of the monitoring reports from permitted recipient
sites, and the capability to record the management actiedreductedn these protected lands.

Theonline permitting system helpsack the progress made towards meetimegoverall
goal and objectives of the Gopher Tortoise Management Rldditional enhancements to the
system in the futurwill help ensure sufficient capacity is available at reaipsites and track
habitat management activities on those sifesrthermore, the online system allows for the
submission of data on commensal species encountered and relocated duglug#ben of
gopher tortoises. Assessment of burrow use by sftexmies and documenting the relocation of
these other species helps FWC ensure the continued function of gopher tortoises as a keystone
species

Agricultural, Silvicultural, and Wildlife Management Activitis

Approximately@per cent of Fl oridads | andacape i s i
silvicultural landuse(National Agricultural Statistics Service 2007, U.S. Forest Service 2007)
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FIl oridads fish and wistédddecies, eccur onaods utitdedn g many s
agriculture. The FWC has long recognized that agriculture provides a valuable benefit to the
conservation and management of fish and wildlife in Florida, including species designated under
Rule 68A27.003, F.A.C. On March 6, 2008, the FWC Executiire@or issued a General

Policy Statement on the application of the FWC permitting requirements for Agricultural,

Silvicultural and Wildlife Management Activities as they relate to gopher tortoises. The Policy
Statement is included in Appendix 2 of thlarpand in the Gopher Tortoise Permitting

Guidelines (April 2008, as amended). The policy provides in part:

This policy is for the purpose of enforcement of Chapter®BAelating to
gopher tortoises with respect to agricultural and silvicultural atieg or
activities intended to improve native wildlife habitat. The adoption of the
Gopher Tortoise Burrow rule does not expand-@xesting gopher tortoise
regulatory prohibitions or change existing policy or practice with respect to
agriculturalandsilv cul t ural activitiesé Gopher torto
burrow permits are not required to conduct agricultural activities,
silvicultural activities, or activities intended to improve native wildlife
habitat. Such activities include, but are not limited tilling, planting,
mowing, harvesting, prescribed burning, mowing, disking, rallepping
and treecutting.

In November 2011, the FWC amended its rules relating to Endangefadeatened
Species, Chapt&8A-27 F.A.C. Once again, recogniziaggr ik cul t ureds contri bu
wildlife conservation and management, Rule @&BA007(2)(d), F.A.C., provides that agriculture
conducted in accordance with best management practices (BMPs) adopted by the Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Sereicloes not require an incidental take permit from the FWC. In
accordance with this Rule, FWC will work with the Florida Department of Agriculture and
Consumer Services, landowners, and other stakeholders to legislatively authorize, develop, and
adopt BMPdgo protect wildlife species. Until such time that the BMPs are developed, refined
and adopted, the General Policy Statement attached in Appendix 2 will remain in effect. Itis
anticipated that as agriculture opts into the adopted BMP program, the IGtwignaStatement
will be phased out of both the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan and the Gopher Tortoise
Permitting Guidelines.

Management of Gopher Tortoises on U.S. Military Installations

The FWC acknowledges federal law prohibits th&. hilitary from paying for
mitigation and that the State of Florida cannot compel tRerbilitary to obtain a State permit
unless a waiver to this stipulation is granted by Congress; all military actoits installations
are exempt from state authorizations tgllic required for impacts to gopher tortoisdhe U.S.
Department of Defense (DoD) military service branches provide vital national security. The
U.S. military and Florida National Guard bases and installations serve the DoD to successfully
achieve itgyoals and mission to protect Americans and the security of the United States of
America. Due to this, FW€ategorically excludeBloridaNational GuardCamp Blanding
Military Reservatiorfrom state authorizatiorstherwiserequired for impacts to gophertoises.
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This categorical exclusion for the National Guard and the followarggraplappl to on
installation activiteasndas peci f i ed i n Integratdd Naturat Resourteat i on o6 s
Management PlaiNRMP).

The FWC recognizes that military installations in Florida provide significant
conservation benefits for gopher tortoisédong with the State of Florid®@oD is a partyto the
Gopher Tortoise Camdate Conservation Agreemei@CA) of 2008,andhas commited to
implementing proactive gopher tortoise conservation measures across teessjiecie ast er n r &
WhiletheCCA i s voluntary, FWC understands the DoD
compliance therewith, to include a commitment to submit data to FA&eting completed
relocation activities within a reasonable timeframe. Additionally, Federal law, the Sikes Act
Improvement Act (SAIA)16 U.S.C. 867@t.seq, requires military installations conduct a
program that provides for the conservation an@loghation of natural resources, including

i mperiled wildlife species, Widifemktdd ng t o each
conservation activities may include, but are not limited to, habitat management (especially
prescribed fire), habitatrestorabn, and wi |l dl i fe surveéaays and mor

installations comprisé37,315 acres (brida NaturalAreaslnventory2012). Habitat

management activities conducted on installations benefit a vast array of wildiiéeefore,

FWC will coninue to work with military partners in Floridad., Air Force, Navy, Army, and
Marines) to ensure INRMPs provide for mission requirements and conservation measures that
benefitspecies on military installations, including but not limitedh® gopher tdoise.

Waif Tortoises

Despite their documented decline over th - ..
last century, one of the many special qualities of Unl_ess afl '_n_d'v'dual tortoise Is
gopher tortoises is that they remain a widely noticeably injured, the best
distributed species, occurring in parts of all option for gopher tortoises is to
counties in Florida. They assoquite adaptable | leave them where they are foun
to their environmets and are habitat generalists
that can survive in a variety of dry, grassy landscapes. Because of these characteristics, gopher
tortoises are known to eexist with humans in suburban areas where remnant patches of habitat
may still exist in utility coridors or in yards and neighborhoods. Although gopher tortoises
spend most of their time in their burrows, they nevertheless are often observed basking on their
burrow mounds or foraging along roadsides. Unless an individual tortoise is noticeably, injure
the best option for gopher tortoises is to leave them where they are found. It is also illegal to
possess gopher tortoises for any reason without authorization from FWC.

However, if a gopher tortoise is found in a metropolitan, urban area whewlyirta
grassy areas remain, the person who encounter
wildlife alert hotline (toll free: 1888-404-3922) to receive guidance. In many cases, once a
tortoise is removed from an area and cannot be returnealttb@me for the tortoise is living out
the remainder of its long |ife in captivity;
or if there are health concerns. These individuals are referred to by FWC as waif gopher
tortoises. In othetases, waif tortoises can be released into specially designated areas (see
below). The FWC strives to keep wild gopher tortoises in the wild, and to prevent displaced
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tortoises from being indiscriminately released into wild areas where they may desialgint
tortoise populations or transmit diseases.

Conservation efforts involving educating the public and locating permanent placement
sites for walif tortoises are not new to FWC. Educational brochures have been created and are
available to the public atyFWC.com/GopherTortoiser from FWC regional offices.
Therefore it is important to include these efforts as pamintegrated approad¢hr conserving
the species to helpimmize the number of waif tortoises throughout Florida. A major part of
the conservation efforts focused on waif tortoises is education of the general public. Itis
important for all residents and visitors of Florida to know the laws protecting natdigey
The FWC understands that peoplebds compassi on
survival can be an incredible conservation asset, but sometimes the actionsiotewetined
people can result in a negative impact on an indatidnimal or to wildlife populationsSome
examples of scenarios that typically result i
include but are not limited to: removing a tortoise from an undeveloped natural area, retrieving a
tortoise from a dourban area where remnant grassy areas still exist, and placing a tortoise in a
vehicle to rescue it from a roadway. In many cases, it may be possible to return temporarily
di splaced or fAr escue diblocality nformatienéssuildble(e.¢.. 8RS r hom
location or mileage to a notable landmark), thereby reducing the number of walifs.

Permitting Guidelinesor Accommodating Waif Tortoises

Over the last decade, FWC staff has contended with how to best accommaiflate
gopher tortoiseandfind appropriate placement of these individual animalenetheless,
findingpermaneni homes 6 f or them has proven difficult,
resources, including FWC permitting staff, gopher tortoise biologists, wildlife rehabiljtators
local governments, educational facilities, and the general pubditablishing standardized
guidelinesfor their accommodation will greatly increase efficiency while providing opportunities
for conservation through education and repatriatidatailedpermitting guidelines for
accommodating waif tortoises will be developed and included in the Gopher Tortoise Permitting
Guidelines at the next revision opportunity.

Releasable and NeReleasable Waif Tortoises

Once a displaced tortoise is identified By C and classified as a waif gopher tortoise,
the animal can no longer be released back into the wild where natural wild populations of gopher
tortoises occurlt is important when a tortoise is identified as a waif to further determine
whether it isa releasable waif gopher tortoise or a frefeasable waif gopher tortoise.

Releasable waif gopher tortoisasaybeeligible forrelease omn FWGCGdesignated waif
tortoise recipient site. A walif tortoise recipient site rsgural areghat does not haven
existing gopher tortoise population,wheretheresidentpopulation has been severely depleted.
Fewer criteria and restrictiongll applyfor these siteghan those required for lortgrm
protected recipient sitggermitted by FWC Converselythere may be special requirements such
as permanent fencing, or special enclosures for the release of juv@milbs.classified as
releasablgtortoises shouldhow no visible signs of iliness, needmedical care (tortoises may
have received previousedical attention), not require human intervention for continued survival,
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and have been exposediodiseased tortoises while in captivityuvenile tortoises hatched in
captivity may be considered for release into the wild in some cases.

Non-releasablevaif tortoisesare notcandidatesor release into wild, natural aredse to
conditions associated with that particular tortoi3éeseconditionsmayincludeone or more of
the following: exhibit signs of ilinessequire ongoing medical carare suficiently disabled to
preclude successful burrowing or foragihgve been exposed to diseased tortoises while in
captivity; or require human intervention for continued survival.

Options for Accommodating Waif Tortoises

To ensure their safety and survivahd to contribute to the overall conservation of
gopher tortoises, it is imperative that adequate options be available for the placement of waif
tortoises. The FWC provides a naost permit option for individuals or facilities seeking
permission to pogss a waif gopher tortoisé\fter obtaininga permit,education facilities,
schools, and zoasan usenonreleasable waif tortoises to help educate local residents about the
importance of this species.

The FWC is also working with public and private lanahers to identify and establish
recipient sites for releasable waif tortoises to receive individuals or groups of waifs that can be
accommodated in natural areas. Sites for releasable walif tortoises must be suiteditke set
areas that arendisturbed ly construction activities and that provide a safe environméfatif
recipient sites are generally established on smaller properties that may not meet the criteria for
establishing a recipient site as outlined in the Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines.
Landownersnterested in establishing a waif recipient siuld understand that receiving waif
tortoisesmaynot provide the economic bensfitormallyassociated with the relocation of
tortoises displaced from development sites.

Providing a variety oplacement options for waif tortoises is important to help reduc
unauthorized releases that could adversely impact wild populatigusgelines for
accommodating waif tortoises will be provided in greater detail in the Gopher Tortoise
Permitting Guideling at the next revision opportunity.

Use of Walifs to Assist Other States in Population Restoration

Assisting with population restoration efforts in other states is another option for waif
tortoise placement under appropriate circumstangSeshplacements may occur when groups
of waif tortoises are in need of placemahbne timethis is the most difficult type of waif
placementencumbeng significant FWCresources Oneoption currently being explorad
assisting other states with populatiestoration effortssingwaifs on protected lands where
gopher tortoise densities have been severely deplétes-WC, in partnership with the South
Carolina Department of Natural Resources and the Savannah River EcologylLabplement
a pilot pioject of restoring gopher tortoise populations to the &6 Aiken Gopher Tortoise
Preserve.Details for such interstate collaborations will be specified in Memorandums of
Understanding (MOUs) and could include periodic pekication burrow surveysnd,
preferably, initial intensive follovup using markrecapture or raditelemetry.

-22- Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission



Gopher Tortoise Management Plan Chapter 4: Conservation Actions

Tablel. Proposed timeline for implementing pertinig actions.

Permitting Actions 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017

Revisepermitting guidelines for consistency
with the changes in the management plan, ar
thereafter as necessary.

Distribute revised guidelines to Authorized
Agents and permittees. Coordinate with
Authorized Agent training providers to ensure
thatcurricula content is updated and accurate

Review FWC staffing strategy (as necessary)
accommodate changes in permitting volume.

Modify the online permit system as needed tg
consistent with permitting guideliseevisions.

Nty

Analyze 2011 user survey results on the web
and permit system and make necessary chan
to improve ease of use.

Create summary reports as needed for
monitoring gopher tortoise permitting activity.

N\\&\\‘Q

Enhance the online permitting system to collg
betterdocumentation on relocation of
commensal species.

Develop BMPs for gopher tortoises

Work with military partner®n INRMPs to
accommodate ebase activities that impact
gopher tortoises

Reduce 6dumpingd of
through effective messaging on what to do wi
tortoises if encountered.

Distributethe waif tortoisefact sheet

Coordinate with other states to resttoaoise
populations throughouhes p e crangesusing
waifs.

Work with landowners to establish releasable
walf tortoise recipient sites

Encourage environmental educators to accep
waifs to use for education purposes.

DistributeCaptive Tortoise Carguidelinesto
waif permit holders and licensed wildlife
rehabilitators

N

-

Coordinate with FWCO
program to develop guidance thre proper
release ofehabilitated tortoises
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Local Government Coordination

F 1 o r grath dnanagement law places significant responsibility for land and water use
decisions on local governments. AchreyF| or i dads species conservati
local government land and water use plans and regulations that recognizamngtate fish and
wildlife resources, including habitat, and provide adequate provision for their consenidimn.

FWC will collaborate with and provide information to local governments regarding species
management plans, permitting guidelinesd assistance programs that are available to
landowners, as well as the general public.

Part Il of Chapter 163 Florida Statutes requires that county comprehensive growth
management plans include a conservation element. The conservation element must include the
identification of areas within the countshereimportant fish, wildlife or habitat resoursg
including statdisted speciesare located This element must contain principles, guidel;jrzesl
standards for conservation that restrict activities known to adversely affect the survival of these
species.Through the state commenting clearinghoaiséeFWC6 s comment i ng pr oc e :
staff reviews and provides input azounty growth management plans and plan amendments to
ensure important state fish, wildljfand habitat resources are adequately considered. Further,
land development regulations reguconditionsonland or water use specifig howthoseuses
will be administered consistent with the conservation element of the county growth management
plan.

The Florida Constitution giveBWC the regulatory and executive powers of the state
with regect to wildlife, including gopher tortoiseéccordingly,county growth management
plans and land development regulations provide the avenue by whichtRk@h its agency
commenting processan inform and influence land and water uses relevant wothservation
of Fl oridabds f i sh distedspecied. dHisimbnagemantrplar identifies g st a
areas knowyor having potentiako harborgopher tortoisesTheplan also identifies the threats
to thegopher tortois¢hat warrantsts Threatened statysind FWC has implementgermitting
guidelinesprovidingmeandor affected partieto avoid, minimizeor mitigate the threats to the
gopher tortoise associated withvelopmenactivities The FWC providestechnical assistance
to local governments during growth management plan developpi@mtamendments
associated development proposalsd with the development of habitat management plans on
public lands under their jurisdictiorTherefore coordination between FWC and ldca
governments in implementing components of this plassentiat o FWC6és successful
conservation and management of this species.

Local governments, and regional or state ageneigs,ater management districts),
often are the first to conduct sitespections of properties where clearing or building permits are
being sought. These ite inspections typically occur early in the permit process and provide
the opportunity to confirm the presence or absence of gopher tortoises, and to inform lasdowne
and builders about required FWC permits and authorizations. This action by local governments
or other agencies provides a mechanism to assure that necessary FWC permits can be issued
earlier in the permit approval process, prior to local governmedtdi@aring or building permits
being issued. Coordination with local governments will impfew&/C @fforts to minimize the
loss of gopher tortoises.
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Local governments and other agencies also play a substantial role in gopher tortoise
conservation and nmagement by providing protected and managed areas for gopher tortoises
(i.e.,by maintaining habitat for existing gopher tortoise populations, making suitable habitat
available as gopher tortoise recipient sites, and restoring lands with potential gojuhse t
habitat to act as future recipient sites). A number of local governments have hedatat
acquisition programs. These programs can provide important assistance for achievement of this
pl anés goal and obj ect i vagenent df gopherdontoise laleitata c qui s
Despite important successes by some local governments, most still lack sufficient funds to
restore and manage (through mechanical means and prescribed fire) the vast majority of their
lands as conservation areas for lyaptortoises and other wildlife. As a result, lands protected
by local governments can become unsuitable for gopher tortoises, burrow commensals, and other
upland wildlife over time. Since 200BWC has offered financial assistance to local
governmentso promote and assist in gopher tortoise habitat management. Appropriately
managing gopher tortoise habitat at a local level is essential for FWC to achieve its objective of
increasing and improving gopher tortoise habitat. Assistance will continueat@iteble based
on funding.

Additionally, local governments may lack the information necessary to make important
decisiongegarding gopher tortoise conservatinoluding what lands under their protection
have suitable habitat for displaced gophetoises; what lands are in need of restocking; and
what levels of habitat management or restoration are needed to maintain resident gopher tortoise
populations or make lands suitable for gopher tortoise restockimgFWC offers technical
assistance tatal governmesstto help improve their gopher tortoise conservation efforts.

Coordination between local governments and FWC will be crucial in efforts to increase
funding for habitat acquisition and managemertie FWC will encourage local governments to
support FWC efforts to assure adequate funding within the Florida Forever successor program
for the acquisition and management of listed species habitat, including management of existing
publicly owned or controlled landThe FWC will coordinate with lad governments to help
ensure that local acquisition programs, and their implementing ordinances and policies, are: (1)
consistent with the goal and objectives of this gopher tortoise management plan; and (2) focus on
core acquisition priorities for goph#ortoises, listed burrow commensals, and other important
wildlife species.

The FWC will alsopartner with other Florida larchanaging agencies and programs in
the development of a common habitat managemnaciing systento helpprioritize local
government lands in need of management assistance. Local government lands will be
representeth a GIS model to identify gopher tortoise priority habitat. Priority habitat listed in
this database will receive management assistamckng as available from FWC and will be
referred to The Nature ConservarRgsource Management Support Teatitiin the region
(Chapter 4, Habitat Management). These strike teams provide technical assistance and support
for both mechanical management and firenagement of upland habitatSor a list of habitat
management and prescribed fire resources, refer to the Habitat Management section.
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Gopher Tortoise Management Plan

Effective cooperation and communication between FWC and local governments can

streamline the FWC permit review prosegsnprove regulatory compliance, and improve
management of county and cibyvned or controlled lands for gopher tortoises and other upland
wildlife.

FWC will assist and encourage local governments to:

-26-

Stay current with FWC regulations related to gofgheboises and other listed species.
Staff involved with all aspects of development review and planning should be familiar
with these regulations.

Include a question on clearing and building permit applications as to what listed species
surveys have bearonducted on the property.

Inspect parcels undergoing development review for the presence or absence of gopher
tortoises and, when gopher tortoise burrows are present (as confirmed through site visits
by trained county staff, FWC staff, or environmentaisultant reports/data), require

listed species surveys before issuance of clearing or building permits. Or, at a minimum,
notify FWC staff of sites where burrows have been documented to help insure
compliance with FWC gopher tortoise rules and guidelines

Consider assisting FWC with verification of gopher tortoise surveys on proposed
development sites to ensure compliance with FWC guidelines for such surveys.

Draft a standard permit condition for locallssued development permiise(, clearing or
building permits) to ensure FWC gopher tortoise permits are obtained prior to
commencing development activities in areas known to support gopher tortoises.

Notify FWC of wildlife complaints regarding potential FWC rule violations through
FWCO0s wildlife alert number. Coordinate
supporting information for FWC law enforcement investigations.

Identify, protect, manage, and restore important gopher tortoise habitat on lands owned or

controlled by local goernments and state agencies, and monitor resident tortoise
populations on these protected lands.

Establish recipient sites for relocation of gopher tortoises, thereby providing a local
optionfor county projectshat carhelp retain regional populationadreduce relocation

costs

Establish, within land development codes, incentives that will enhance local
governmentsdéd ability to acquire gopher t
control.

Establish local ordinances to protgopher tortoisdéabitat.

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
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e UseMemorandums of Undstanding(MOU) or other agreementgith FWC to
implement any of the abowaztions

FWC will:

e Promote technical assistance andeniives available to landowners providing
information to local governments regarding species management plans, permitting
options and incentive programs available to applicants, developers, and landowners, as
well as the general public.

e Develop conservation measures and best managementgsg@MPs) to address the
gopher tortois@nd its habitat needandprovidethemto local governments for
incorporation into their local land development regulations.

e Disseminate outreach materials for local governments, landowners, and the general
public to foster better understanding and compliance with this PI&C regulations,
andincentives for landowners.

e Develop additional outreach materials as needed based on need or demand.

¢ Create partnerships with ngmofit organizations and other pub&atities to assist with
management of gopher tortoise habitat on lands protected through local government
acquisition programs that lack sufficient staff to conduct burns or other habitat
management on their own.

¢ Assist local governments in obtaining r@ent site permitsg(.g.,conduct a pre
application site visjton lands they own and manage which are potential gopher tortoise
recipient sites.

e Througha future multtagency habitat management tracking systdemtify incentives
for habitat managemenh publiclyowned or controlled lands located within priority
gopher tortoise habitat.

e Consider opportunities within the gopher tortoise permitting system to provide incentives
to local governments to set aside conservation lands as potential restoakingraovise
responsible relocation sites for gopher tortoises.

e Assist local governments in establishing local ordinances and incentives in land
development codes to better restore and manage publicly owned or controlled land to
provide habitat for gopheortoises and other upland wildlife.

e Schedule workshops with local governments. Such workshops will invehlepii

dialogue on key gopher tortoise conservation issues such as current topics, highlights of
new information, and other FWC programs.
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Table 2. Proposed timeline for implementing local government coordination actions.

Proposed Local Government

. . . 2013| 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017
Coordination Actions

Disseminate @ucationalmaterials fodocal
governmentshomeownerslandwners, etc.

NN

7

Coordinate with local governments and state
agencies in requesting funding for habitat
management, acquisition, and restoration
through the Florida Forever successor progral

Conduct workshops with local governments t(
enhance gopher tortoisenservation at the loc:
level.

Partner with The Nature ConservarRgsource
Management Support Tegonogramto assist
local governments with habitat management
activities

Assist local governments with drafting of pern
conditions,Memorandums of Understanding
and ordinances

Provide gopher tortoise habitat assistance
funding for habitat management activitms
countykity owned conservation lands (annual
funding dependant).

T

Exploreincentives for local government staff t
obtain training necessary to qualify for an
Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent permit.

7
__

Law Enforcement

The FWC Division of Law Enforcement (LE) helps ensure that all entities developing
property within gopher tortoise habitat comply with Ga&pherTortoisePermitting Guidelines
(2008 asrevised), and abide by the Florida Statutes and FWC rules, pogjaids]ines, and
permits which protect the specieBhe FWC developed and implemented a training manual,
Law Enforcement Nongame Wildlife Training Man(fbvember 201Q)for training new FWC
law enforcement recruitsThe manual outlines appropriate stémsconducting investigations,
and includes a protocol for officer response to gopher tortoise compl8intse 2010, training
for new recruis on gopher tortoise rules and regulations has been incorporated as standard
curriculum at the_E trainingacademy The Gopher Tortoise Enforcement Poliéyppendix 2
also assists officers with enforcement of existing rules.

Training of existing field personnel will be prioritized by geographic area based upon
analysis of dispatch call dafiar complaintsregardinggopher tortoisesThe chart belowKigure
2) displays call volume by FWC region related to gopher tortoise complaints over the most
recent3 years for which data are availablBased in part upon analysis of the underlying data
summarized in tis chart, FWC LE expects to begin incorporating gopher tortoise enforcement as
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a component of i1Its | aw enf ) . ) ——1cerso
work plans in the Brooksville Ridge ar@ag.,Citrus, Officers will continue
Sumter, Hernando, and Pasco countigs2013. As such, responding t_0 complalnts
this activity will be routinely tracked, analyzeand and conducting proactive
evaluated for effectiveness. patrols to investigate
gopher tortoise violations.

The Division of Law Enforcement will assist the
FWC Species Conservation Planning Section with coordination and partnerships with counties
and local government agencies related to gopher tortoise enforcement, permitting, and complaint
response. The FWC LE will have primary enforcement responsibiltgaperative endeavors
with local government agencies.

Figure2. Gopher Tortoise Complaints Received by FWC Law Enforcement {2009)

Northwest
Region, 60 (5%)

Northeast
Region, 452
(38%)

‘South Region B,
26 (2%)

Southwest
Region, 419
(35%)

Officers will continue responding to complaints and conducting proactive patrols to
investigate gopher tortoisaolations. Officers will determine whether violations have occurred
usingthe gopher tortoise enforcement protocAt.the conclusion of investigationsfficers will
work with the affected state attorneyds of fi
appropriate charges are prepared and appropriate mitigation imposed.

Additionally, LE will continue working to ensure that those in possession of valid tortoise
permits adhere to, and abide by, the specific terms and conditions of the permit and FWC
guidelines. Violators may be issued a written warning or citation and may face suspension,
revocation, or nomenewal of their current permit(s) as well as loss of future permit privileges.
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Table3. Proposed timeline for implementing law enforcement astio

Proposed Law Enforcement Actions  |2013 201420152016 2017

Develop training on gopher tortoises and associated
burrow commensals for state attorneys offices.
UpdateLE training manual to reflect changes in rule &
permitting guidelines

Conduct training sessions for LE field officers.

|Continue training sessions at LE recruit academy.

Implement gopher tortoise enforcement component i

| aw enforcement officer g

Ridge area.

L?vreate a fact sheet for Ldispatch personnel to assist
ith complainant calls.

Conduct proactive patrols and efficient response to

complaints regarding gopher tortoises and developm

Evaluatecalls for service and complaints to prioritize |

enforcement effortand investigate which calls resulte

in enforcement actian

Develop a self study guide to be posted on the LE w

page to assist officers witfopher tortoisenforcement
methods.

%
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Habitat Protection

The objectiveo increase the acres of protected gopher tortoise habitat by an additional
615,000 acres sets the bar high for habitat acquisition and other forms of permanent protection.
Since the Gopher Tortoise Management Plan was approved intR@G&Tatedhasacqured
32,120acres (5% of 615,000 acres) of upland hahitater thepublic lands acquisition program,
Florida Forever.Acquisition of these lands in fee sinegk only one way to achieve tgeal,
andthis planencourages the use of lebanfee interestsandotherhabitat protection measures
such agartnerships between governmental agencies and private landownetspartnerships
may include those that advance the restoration, enhancement, managersgopuation of
imperiled species habitat on state lan@enservationsasements, land protection agreements,
and nonstate funded tools such as rural land stewardship areas, sector planning, and mitigation
should be used, where appropriate, to bringrenmentally sensitive tracts under an acceptable
level of protection at a lower financial cost to the publit©iese approachesovide private
landowners with the opportunity to enjoy and benefit from their propéttye same time

Accomplishing thiobjective will require close partnerships among regional, state, and
federal agencies; local governments; and-governmental organizations (NGOs). Forsthe
alternativeoptiors to work effectively, viable economic landowner incentives will need to be
realized, particularly related to the relocating of tortoises on privately owned |apgpsoaches
to protecting wildlife habitat, particularly gopher tortoise habitat, through means other than fee
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simple ownership are being explored, developed, or impleden Florida. Some of the
promising approaches are discussed below and

History of Public LandsProtectionin Florida

Prior to 1964, the federal government was responsible for the establishment of the
majority of public conservation lands in Florida, including the national forests and Everglades
National Park In addition, the federal government donatedFlorida itsfirst state parks
including Highlands Hammock,@&no, and Torreyaand sold it the lads that eventually
became the Withlacoochee and Blackw&mer state forests. By 1964, the state had
accumulated approximately 530,000 acres of forests, parks, wildlife management areas, and
water management areas, in addition to the federalhalaihgs.

Significant Florida legislative actions to address the high rate of loss of native habitats
and recreationally important lands essentially began in 1964 with the establishment of a $20
million bond program to acquire outdoor recreation landss was followed by variety of
land conservation programs over the intervening years, including most recenthbitie$3
Florida Forever Progranestablished in 1999 and funded through 20IBese programs
provided more than $6Million in funding for purchase of environmentally sensitive and outdoor
recreation landsThrough these progranBlorida has conserved approximately 2.5 million
acres of landor conservation

Although FWC received limited legislative appropriations for lanquisition prior to
1990, the advent of the Preservation 2000 and Florida Forever prog@rhof which directed
a portion of total funding to FW@yovidedtheagency with a significant, lorgrm source of
funds for acquisition of additions and inhivigs to lands managed by the Commission. This
funding streamwascreatedn recognition that the agencies responsible for the management of
lands acquired through the larger acquisition prograoch as Florida Forever, are in a better
position to idenfly those parcels necessary to protect resources, complete the resource boundary
of the project, and to aid theirmanagement and use.

In addition to the state land purchase programa,ny of FI| or idtiesdbs count
have implemented their owarld conservation acquisition prograni$ieseprogramsalong
with private land trusts and nguofit organizationshave acquired a significant amount of
conservatiotands Not all of the lands acquirathder these various progracmntained habitat
suitable for gopher tortoiseaeverthelesghese programs have been the primary factor in
conserving wildlife habitat including gopher tortoise habitat.

Since the recession that began in 2Q@ublic funding for land conservation acquisition
programs has, understandably, been dramatically reduced or elimaitatgether Although
more than $6 billion were appropriated by the State on land conservation acquisition-in the P
2000 and Florida Fewer programs through 2008, only $15 million have begnagpriated since
2008. Since fiscalsar (FY) 200607, the State, including tiveatermanagemendistricts,
acquired approximately 238,000 acres of land (both fee anthi@sfee conservation
easenents) statewide for conservationhe bulk of that acreage was acquired in FY2006nd
FY200708, totaling approximatel¥69,000 acres. Since the starFaf200809, approximately
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69,000 acres have been acquired by the State and its water managstmetst dAlthough this
is a significant amount of conservation land, it represents a continuing decline in public land
acquisition at the state level.

As Tabled illustrates, Florida Forever funded acquisitions resulted in approximately
526,950 acresf upland conservation landsce 200Xboth fee and lesthanfee conservation
easements)lhe bulk of those lands were acquired prior to 2@87conomic conditiorefter
that date substantialhgducel the funding for public land acquisition programd-lorida.

Table 4. Florida Forever Funded Acquisitions

Year of Closing | Total Acres Upland Acres % Upland
2001 6,284 4,470 71.1%
2002 145,887 94,060 64.5%
2003 129,028 78,515 60.9%
2004 57,657 47,061 81.6%
2005 105,031 82,004 78.1%
2006 113,367 98,775 87.1%
2007 66,404 53,105 80.0%
2008 32,595 28,009 85.9%
2009 18,325 13,789 75.2%
2010 22,372 18,110 80.9%
2011 11,341 9,053 79.8%

2001- 2011 **708,291 *526,950 74.4%
| 2007- 2011 151,036 *122 065 80.8% |

*Approximate upland ratio from macro GIS analysis ** County, City and Private acq. not shown

Private LandsProtectionMechanisms in Florida

As economic conditionkave reduced funding for public land acquisition, the importance
of private land for conservation has grow@onsequentlygcreation of conservation initiatives
and mechanisms that function as alternatiedraditional conservation land acquisition
programs to conserve wildlife habitate increasingly importantAlthough many othese
initiatives begn prior to completion of the 2007 Gopher Tortoise ManageRlkam economic
conditions have accelerated their emphasis and growth. Among these are a substantial increase
in new alternative conservation mechanisms and initiative#éivat begun in FloridaMajor
programs are discussed below, and additional detail is providedlmcth@ivessection of this
chapter.

Conservation Easements

Conservation easements involve the acquisitwough purchaser donation of a portion
of the rights associated with the land to provide some degree of protection to natural resources on
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the land. There are several advantages of this approach as tirertasst instancestays on the

tax rolls and the private landowner maintains responsilidit managing the property while still
retainingsome level of continued use. Although the cost could be as low as 50 percent of the

cost of fee simple, the price depends on many factors, such as the number of rights purchased,

the degree to whichthedad o wner 6 s use of the | and is curtai
the land. Federaffate andregional agencies all use this tool to protect lands.

Some new federal and state initiatives have been enacted recently to make conservation
easementmore attractive to private landowners. The Wetlands Reserve Enhancement Program
(WREP) and Reserved Rights Pilot Program, a new program in the Federal 2008 Farm Bill,
provide the added incentive to the private landowner to participate in the \WERs¢he
landowner may reserve grazing rights if the reservation is compatible with restoration goals.

On November 4, 2008, anAbmemdmedtdaobdhe Flaridat i zens ap
Constitution (FL Const art. XlI, § 28)providing an opportunity for private landowners to
receive ad valorem or real property tax reductions or exemptions in return for the designation of
either shorterm or perpetual conservation easements on their lardsFlorida Legislature
approved legislatioto implement the new conservation easement plan during the 2009
legislativesession. Private landowners seeking to apply for the new conservation easement/tax
exemption or reduction will either apply to t
Acquisition and Restoration Council, depending upon the amount of acreage invbhesd.
constitutional aendment encourages increased conservation efforts by private landowners to
conserve Floridadés natur al resources on priva

Along with other conservation agencies and organizations within Florida, FWC is
working with landowners to inform and assist them on the availability of this new conservation
incentive. The agency is developing internal guidelines regarding acceptance of camservati
easement donations. Additionally, the Acquisition and Restoration Council (ARC) has
developed guidelines to determine eligibility for tax exemptions on conservation easements 40
acres or less in size.

The State of Florida holds conservation easesnandl land protection agreements over
176,181acres. According to the Florida Natural Areas Inventory, there v6&® 873acres
protected statewide by conservation easements held by the State of Florida, the federal
government, five water management dissr; local governmentsind private entities as of
February 202. This program of conservation easements continues to beegellved by
landowners with whom the state holds easements or land protection agreebuengsiance
with terms and conditionsf easements and land protection agreements remains good.

FWC6s Opti mal Conservation Planning Bounda

The Optimal Conservation Planning Boundary Tool was developed by FWC to help
designate optimal planning boundaries, a required element8fthat e 6s conser vati o
management plans. The Optimal Conservation Planning Boundary Tool is designed to aid in
implementing a comprehensive and proactive approach tetdongconservation planning and
actions in and around protected lands. Advargadehis tiered approach include:
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Closes conservation planning gaps with a resebased approach.

Aids in development of habitat conservation and restoration opportunities.

Promotes proactive, loA@rm conservation planning, acquisition, and managemen
Provides comprehensive agenmside and stakeholder input.

Enhances consistency with the Florida Forever and ARC recommendations.
Eliminates gaps between qualifying Florida Forever criteria and timely acquisitions.
Aides in identifying and conserving @himportant natural and cultural resources not
previously identified.

¢ Results in the creation of a Conservation Action Strategy unique to each conservation
area.

Although the Optimal Conservation Planning Boundary Tool was developed primarily for use in
FWC6s conservation planning and management un
used in a wide variety of conservation and land use planning settings.

Military Buffering

Increasingly, the Department of Defertsau the Readiness and Environmental
Protection Initiative (REPIand the State of Florida have emphasized the importance of
buffering FI orthraughGcensemmatibniatqaisitign pltograsmmensdevelopment
that would impede their missiomhese winwin partnerships acquire easements or other
interests in land from willing sellers to preserve compatible land uses and sustain wildlife habitat
near installations and ranges where the military operates, tests, and trains.

Some of the military bifiering initiatives such as the Northwest Florida Greenway which
is designed to conserve a corridor of lands stretching from the Apalachicola NEboest to
Eglin Air Force Basghave the potential to conserve a considerable amount of wildlife habitat
There araalsoseveral Florida Forever projects located within the boundary of the greenway,
such as Seven Runs Creek (Nokuse Plantatidnigh contain largéracts ofpotential gopher
tortoise habitat.

To date, these partnerships have led to thariedesghanfee acquisition of over
24,000 acres aroursix different installations in the state. Included in these acquisitions is
17,137 acres around Camp Blanding Joint Training Center in located Clay Cohoge
acquired as fee simpleill be managed by the State of Florida for the conservation of rare and
imperiled species.

Habitat Conservation Plan Land Acquisition (HCPLA) Grants

This federal grant program awards funds to promote the recovery of threatened and
endangered species via habpadtection of areas adjacent to establisHadlitat Conservation
Plans (HCP) These land acquisitions are meant to complement, rather than replace, private
mitigation responsibilities required by the HGfe Incentives section belawin addition to
listed species, these acquisition grants can have important benefits for ecosystems that support
proposed an@andidate speciesThe FWC currently works with local governmentsapply for
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and obtairHabitat Conservation Plan Land Acquisitigrants and wilexpand these efforts to
include gopher tortoises where appropriadelditional informationabout Habitat Conservation
Plan Land Acquisition grants available on the USFW&ebsite®

Conservation Banks

The creation and establishment of conservatiorvatthndmitigation banks to offset the
impacts of development have also provided potential alternative mechanisms that may result in a
net increase in the amount of wildlife habitat, including gopher tortoise habitat, being conserved
in Florida. Additional information on conservation banking is included in the Incentives section
below.

Other Conservation Planninglnitiatives
Critical Lands and Waters Identification Project

The Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) collaborated with the University of
Fl oridaés GeoPl an Center and FWC on a Critica
for the stateds Century Cadha@LlIPsssaismenticailyebaseda Su st
statewide | andscape tool that identifies FIlor
The goal of CLIP is to provide the best available planning tool to assist citizens and decision
makers to envision and ensure a sustaealilre. Further informin about CLIPis available
on the FNAIlwebsite®

FIl oridads Wil dlife Action Pl an

TheFWC is the |l ead entity for the devel opmet
planusesahittb ased approach to identify threats to
actions needed to address them. To support t
Legacy Initiative in 2004 Major statewide conservation issues identified in the FSt#@tegy
include:

Habitat loss and fragmentation.

Degradation of water resources.

Incompatible fire management.

Invasive plants and animals.

Management of the physical environmerg.( dredging and shoreline hardening
activities, etc.).

The I nitiativeds priorities also include t
statewide geographic information and decision support system fotdomgand use planning.
The Blueprint wildl identi fy FI| oabroddanpufromr i t i c a
citizens, agencies, landowners, and businesses to create a common 50 to 100 year vision for
Fl oridabés | and wse. beMdroa nidn foonxr rrd toirardads Wi |l d

sectiorf at MyFWC.com.
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Florida Wildlife Conservation Guide

The Florida Wildlife Conservation Guide, which was published online in 2009, is a
partnership project between FWC, USFWS, and FNAI. gihée is intended to enhance the
technical asistance capabilities of these agendies passive sense, by providing basic project
planning information specific to the needs of fish and wildlife, at an-tafiyd-anduse
location.

Theguide is designed to assist the user in identifying those landscape elements that
support many common species of wildlife and identifying impomatiralhistory details,
survey protocols, management considerations, and population monitoring guidelirses for
imperiled fish and wildlife species. Finally, theide provides information on regulatory
requirements where they exist with suggestions for land use planning alternatives. The FWC
solicited input from all levels of government as well as lavugrs, researchers, developers, and
nonprofit organizations to ensure that tgde would be user friendlyThe Florida Wildlife
ConservatiorGuidé is availablerom MyFWC.com.

Summary

Collectively, thesalternative conservation mechanisms and initiatives, along with the
traditional publity funded conservation acquisition programesspite their current limitations
provide a strong framework to promote the conservation of wildlife habitat and gopbesetort
habitat in particular Reliance primarily on public acquisition prograsisce 2007 resulted in
acquisition of approximately 5% of the overall gopher tortoise habitat protetijeative Each
of the above listed mechanismssaiincreasing the gportunities for conseing wildlife
habitat, including gopher tortoise habitiigerebyincreasng the potential taouble the gainef
the past five yearand torealize 20% of the habitat preservatasjectivewithin the next ten
years if current trerglcontinue.Actions that address this objective include:

e Continue to emphasize support of conservat
as a principal othe Acquisition and Restoration Council (ARC) to promote state land
acquisition projects thacquire and/or protect upland communities important to listed
wildlife such as the gopher tortoise and associated commensals.

e Emphasize acquisition of severely imperiled upland habitats such as sandhill, scrub, and
coastal dunes, as well as other gogbdpbise habitats (particularly those with viable
populations), by coordinating with the following:

Department of Environmental Protection

Water Management Districts

County environmental offices

Florida Natural Areas Inventory

The Nature Conservancyaiirust for Public Land

Department of Defense and Floridabs Mi

O O0OO0OO0OO0Oo
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e Continue to aquire suitable upland habitats that are in need of restoration, restore the
necessary ecological components for that habitat type, and restock tortoises if
populatonar e severely depleted (based on the h
capacity).

e Continue to emphasizebitat connectivity by acquiring and/or protecting upland
habitats that are adjacent to other preserved lands or that serve as corridkrs to lin
preserves.

¢ Highlight acquisition project@andwhenever possible, acquire uplands with adjoining or
integrated wetland communities to provide habitat for burrow commensals.

e Supportcontinued funding of thElorida Forever program to allocate sufficiémds
necessary to acquire and manage suitable or potentially suitable habitat for imperiled
species, including the gopher tortoise, to meet the habitat and land acquisition objective
of this and other Commission management plans over the next 10 years.

e Create economic incentives for private landowners to place their properties under
conservation easementeglncentivesbelow).

Table 5. Proposed timeline for implementing hatptatectionactions.

Proposed HabitatProtection

Actions

Continue to collaborate with the ARC to
promote state land acquisition projects that
acquire and/or protect upland communities
important to listed wildlife such as the goph
tortoise.

Continue working with local governments a
NGOs toemphasize acquisition of severely
imperiled upland habitats such as sandhill,
scrub, and coastal dunes.

Continue to encourage land acquisition of
suitable upland habitats in need of restorati
Continue efforts to increase habitat
connectivityby acquiring and/or protecting
upland habitats adjacent to other preserved
lands.

2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017

/77

7

NAImtt

7
7
%

_

Habitat Management

This plan places great importance on the ability of protected lands to support gopher
tortoise populations at levels that will ensure the {targh security of the speciegppropriate
habitat managemenncluding protecting and managing existing high quality habitat as well as
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improving and restoring degraded habitatritical to ensuring thajopher tortoise populations
continue to persist in FloridaActive habitat management prograthat benefigopher tortoises
must occur on both public and private lands in ordactoevethe goal and objectives outlined
in this plan.

The Role of Public Conservation Lands

Currently, the 1.34 million acres of potential gopher tortoise habitat in publicrsivpe
represents 40% of the estimated 3.32 million acres of gopher tortoise habitat remaining in the
state. With such an important portion of existing gopher tortoise habitat falling under public
ownership, public agencies bear a significant respongibolitundertaking appropriate habitat
management.

Public |l ands afford a high | evel of secur.i
statutory requirements and provisions for ldagn management funding. Consequently, this
plan advocatemcreased management focus and intensity on public lands capable of supporting
the habitat and life history requirements of the gopher tortoise. There is cdmmsaverthat
current land management funding levels are insufficient to achieve desirecofemeland
habitat management on publicly owned lands. Successful implementation of this plan may
require a legislative commitment to supply management agencies with the necessary personnel,
equipment, and funding to undertake required management actions.

Many public conservation lands are required to have a management plan approved by the
Acquisition and Restoration Council (ARG) their governing boardSpecifically,s. 253.03{5)
of theFlorida Statutes (F.Ssays in part, all land management plahall include an analysis of
the property to determine if significant natural resources including bgteciesoccur on the
property. Ifsignificant natural resourcegcur, the plan shall contain management strategies to
protect the resources. The Htta Forever Actg. 259.105 F.$adds that all state lands that
have imperiled species habitat shall include as a consideration in the management plan
restoration, enhancement, managenem repopulation of such habitatsor lands identified
by the Ead management agency as having gopher tortoise populations or the potential to support
gopher tortoise populations, FWC will be consulted as statutorily reqaimedhe lead
management agentyencouraged to include FW&Spart of the management plan advisory
group. During consultation and when appropriate, FWC staff will ensure thatemrand
long-term management objectives outlined in each plan are compatibland help advance
the goaland objectives of the GophTortoise Management Plan.

To assist in management plan development consistent with requirements of s. 253.034
F.S. and s. 259.105 F.S., FVg8@ffrecommendshatmanagers considesing the following text
inanar eads man ag e mgophenormisehas besrhidemtifiet! &s @ significant
natural resource on the property

e Xeric uplands and natural communities that support the gopher tositiise managed
to achieve/maintain vegetative parameters comparable to those found in comparable
reference sites Frequent prescribed fire is the preferred tool, but other treatments will be
used when necessarlylaintaining these communities in a manner that replicates their
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natural form and function helps ensure they meet the needs of the gopher amddise
other species dependent on these communities.

Guidance on drafting Measurable Objectives within ManagemensPIARC-approved
management plans are now required to have measurable objectives. The FWC is not dictating
that any specific propegriplanshould have a gopher tortoise measurable objective; however,
should an agency chooseitcludea speciespecific objective for the gopher tortoise, the
following is guidance om possible objective:

¢ Once an area has quantified the acres of patdrabitat, the first bullet above could be
made into a measurable objective. As an e
the duration of this plamse appropriate managementrtaintain XX acres of xeric
upland habitat with vegetative paramseterc o mpar abl e t o those of r
areas in which habitat restoration is required, a reasoshbteor longtermmeasurable
obj ect i v mitiateefipitsdaestore XX acres of xeric upland habitat so
vegetative parametersaresimlan t hose for reference sit
is required, ahort or longtermmeasn abl e obj ective could be
appropriate habitat to appropriate densit.i

es.
i s

The Role of Private Lands

The remaining 2,167,453 (62%) acregofential gopher tortoise habitat not in public
ownership in Florida is held by private landowners. With the decline in availability of funding
for public land acquisition associated with recent economic circumstances, it is increasingly clear
that privaely held land will have an important role in ensuringtpctionof appropriate gopher
tortoise habitat. According to the 2012 Florida Natural Areas Inventory, 193,214 acres of these
privately held potential gopher tortoise habitat lands are under somef@onservation
protection. The various forms of protection for private lands in existend®mry proposedre
discussed in detail in theabitatProtectionrandIncentivessections of this chapter, and the
Incentivessection outlines mechanisms awadile to attract more landowners to place some form
of formal protective measures on their laritlen without such formal measures, however,
many private landowners are interested in managing their lands for the benefit of wiltiife.
following techniqes and management tools are appropriate for all land managers regardless of
the ownership structure or protection status of the land being managed.

Setting Land Management Strategies

Faced with limited resources, it becomes important to establishtigsoThe FWC
recommends that the highest priority managing gopher tortoise habigto maintain habitat
already in maintenance conditiomprevendegradation The second priority is to improve
degraded habitat, starting with patches adjacepatches in maintenance condition or that have
a good concentration of gopher tortoises. The third priorityriedimrehabitat on areas that
have beeiso severely altereithatthey no longer function as a natural community and require
significant attention to return to the historic condition. Again, the preference is to start with
patches adjacent to or near good concentrations of gopher tortoises to allow for population
expangn.
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Prioritization of habitat patches for management to benefit gopher tortoideshighest)

1. Habitat in maintenance conditiamdinhabited by good concentrations of gopher
tortoises

2. Habitat in maintenance condition, regardless of gopher tortersstas.

3. Slightly degraded habitat (that will be moved towards maintenance condition with
treatment) adjacent to a patch in maintenance condition or has agumhtratiorof
gopher tortoises.

4. Slightly degradedhabitatregardless of location.

5. Severelyaltered habitat (ne@ty complete restoration) adjacent to maintenance condition
habitat or adjacent to good densities of gopher tortoises.

6. Severely altered habitat (neéed complete restoration) regardless of location.

Managing the Habitat

Gophertortoises will occupy most upland plant communities that contain relatively well
drained soils for burrowing, and sufficient herbs and grasses for f@kagton and Ashton
2008) Historically, the recurrence of lightningnited fire was pivotal innfluencingvegetative
succession and shaping species composition an
The frequency and periodicity of these fires provided a competitive advantagettdefieat
vegetation, resulting in open pine stands lastd ground coverconditions welsuited to the life
history needs of the gophtartoise(Myers and Ewel 1990)

The regular application of prescribed burning is critical for the maintenance of habitat
conditions preferred by the gopher tortoise. &ibsd burning reduces shrub and hardwood
encroachment, and stimulates growth of tortoise forage plants such as grasses, forbs, and
legumes. This allows greater sunlight penetration to reach groungvigneth promotes
establishment of understory speaised by the tortoise as foragEire also promotes conditions
necessaryor gopher tortoisegg incubation.Early growing seasofires (April i June) causa
more pronounced vegetative response when compared to burning during the period of plant
dormang. These early growing season burns stimulate flowering in many warm season grasses,
increase species composition among understory plants, and result in higher understory biomass
production(SeePrescribed Firsubsection below)

Increased urbanizaticand societal intolerance of prescribed burning represent serious
threats to gopher tortoise populations and their habitat. Consequently, maintaining habitat
conditions preferred by gopher tortoises requires a commitment by resource managers to plan
and nitiate vegetation management practices.

Setting Desired Future Conditions

Land manageracross Floridanayhavediffering ideas on what constitutes good natural
communityconditions for gopher tortoised herefore FWC provides the following guidance on
effectivemanagement actions atfte desired future conditions of various natural communities
to support healthy gopher tortoise populatiolmsgeneral, FNAds Guide to the Natural
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Communities of Florida 2010 Editidis an excellent source of information each
communityds nat uassotiatemanageraentcansideratiorss. t h e

The FNAI has i dereféréndenaudl cammunitie®vieere the f
ecological condition of the community is high quality. These reference natural communities
provide examples of what conservation managers mighé $tr accomplish in managing the
natural communitiesnder their careThe FNAI provides arinteractive map' to assist land
managers in identifyingearbyreference natural commuigis For each r&frence natural
community, FNAI provides a document desgrithe areaincluding the recommended range of
values for a number of vegetative parameters fatméatural community, and the average value
for each parameter at that reference site. Famyliatith these values can help guide managers
in determining appropriate vegetative parameter values for their propéhgn using this
guide it is important to understand tReferenceArea Sampling Station Desitfrandvegetative
parameter definitiort prior to using the reference site values to create speeific desired
vegetative parameter valueshe use of diffeznt techniques to measure parameter values will
result in parameter values that may not be comparable. For instange? techniques to
estimate a valuat 1 locatiormay generate 2 different values, even though the condition is the
same.

In the doamentation for some reference sites, FNAI providB®table Species
Management Consideratioggction that will inform the reader if the reference site is within
recommended guidelines for specific imperiled species. A table of the recommended range of
vegetative parameter values by natural community is included in Baldter scrub
management, FWC worked with FNAI to devetbp Scrub Management Guidelinfs
Peninsular Florida*

AlthoughFWC encourages management that strivexhievethe FNAI recommended
range of vegetative parameter values for a natural communityiniggepher tortois@bjectives
may necestate usinga range that differs from tHe&NAI recommendatiopor that favors one end
of the range of possible values for some attribukes instance, a manager striving to create
optimal gopher tortoise habitat may be consistently in the lower range of values for basal area
and in the higherange of values for percegtound cover

Reference site values can provide insight into settingspeaific values. Familiarity
with the conditions othe reference site, tlaverage values of the reference site, and the species
supported by theeference site provides the basis for making an informed decision in setting
areaspecific desired valueManagers should always consider the habitat needs of other
wildlife, especially those considered imperiled, during the decision making processifay s
desired future conditions.
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Table6. Generatharacteristicor plant communities commonly used by tiepher tortoise including associated fire frequency, and

Gopher Tortoise Management Plan

A

parameters and related values used to define optimum gopher tortoise habitat ifFéodda pt e d fGuideno N&tINaA | 6 s
Communitiel
mesic flatwoods| mesic flatwoods | upland scrubby
(northern FL) (peninsular FL) | pine sandhill | flatwoods | scrub dry prairie
Basal Area of Pine (sq ft per acre) | 20-80 10-50 20-80 | 20-60 20-60 0-20 0.0
Maximum Canopy Cove(©o) 60 60 50 50 40 40 10
Bare Ground (%) <5 <10 <5 1-10 10-20 1040 | 1-10
Herb Cover (%) >25 >25 >50 >25 1-10 <5 >10
Wiry Grassegover (%) >10 >10 >25 >10 1-10 <5 >10
@t\;erage MaximunPalmettoHeight <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <3 <15
PalmettoCover (%) 10-25 10-25 <5 <5 5-15 0-10 5-20
Average Maximum Shrub Height (ft)| <2 <2 <2 <3 <3 <5 <2
ShrubCover (%) <25 <25 <10 10-20 10-40 2040 | 1040
Fire return interval (year’) 1-3 1-3 1-3 1-3 38 variable| 1-2

Note Some of these habitat characteristics may not support higher gopher tortoise densities.
! These fire return intervals will help maintain desired conditions; however, degraded habitats may need more than the epplicat
fire to restore an area to maintenance condition.
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Management Tools

Proactive habitat management on bdiblic and privas lands requires application of
land management activities é@mhanceonditions for gopher tortoise foraging (diverse
herbaceous ground cover) and reproduction (open, sunlit sites for nek@ang) managers
have a number of tools thegrt use to enhance the condition of the naturadmaunity in
ways that benefithe gopher tortoise. Prescribed fire and timber thinning are two of the most
beneficial of theséools, and often the most cesffective. Habitat in maintenance condition
usudly can be maintained using only prescribed fire. However, in cases where past
management has allowed for alteration or degradation of the habitat, the application of other
management tools may be necessary to facilitate the effective use of presceib€éddi
following land management practices are effective for improving habitat qualityoaiaibe
incorporated into the management framework for public and private conservationTéweds
measures below are meant to serve as general guidance ratharsiiecific prescription to
manage habitatLand managers should research appropriate land management tools specific
to their areas and conditions of their site to choose what management tool is most
appropriate.

Prescribedrire: Managers can use @&ibed fire to maintain habitatreadyin

maintenance condition, or ugen conjunction with other tools to restore degraded natural
communities to a more natural form and functidime pgeference ior gopher tortoise
habitatto receive prescribedré at the interval recommeedin Table6. Althoughgrowing
season fire igavored in most instancg® order for managers to meet the recommended fire
return intervals, managers on most properties will need to apply fire throughout the year
making useof as many good burn days as possiliiarther, if a patch is due for a burn and
conditions are not suitable during the growing season, it may be better to maintain the
frequency of the fire return interval by applying a dormant season burn rather iting wa
for the following growing season. Diversity in the application of fire benefits the habitat and
the gopher tortoiseAdditionally, thefrequent application of fire is a major contributing
factor to high species richness (Glitzensetial 2012). In any 12year period, a habitat

patch in a natural community that has-a Jear preferred fire return interval should
experiencesomeburns at a 1:A8 month interval, some ah48-30 month intervalandsome

at a 3036 month interval, with some fireEcurring during the growing season and some
during the dormant season.

The existing fire strike teams can be u_smed 1 Themanagement toolsre
enhance the numbef acres burned or otherwise :
treated for the benefit of the gopher tortoisarike meant to serve as _Q_U'da”
teamsareavailableprimarily to assist in increasing | rather than a specific
the amount of prescribed fire implemented on the| prescription to manage
ground and areaccessibléo both public and private| habitat.
landowners. dwever, these teams alkso ablgo
conduct site preparation activities (suclpesparingfire lines and roller choppingnd
invasive exotic contrah addition toapplyingprescribed fire. Over the lortgrm, the
technical assistance provided by tkréke teams should enable many landowners to create
their own seHsustaining habitat management progra@seimportant focus of the teass
application of prescribed fire near the wildlamdan interface.

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission -43-



Chapter 4: Conservation Actions Gopher Tortoise Management Plan

To minimize potential negative impactsgopher tortoiseassociated witla
prescribed fire program, it is important to ensinag tortoises are not killed when &isg or
usingotherequipment to prepare safe lines. Fortunately, tortoises are readily visible, and
this is easily accomplished. When practical, prescribedlffioelld be avoideoh September
and October This is a period when hatchlings are mooenerous angiulnerable(Ashton
and Ashton 2008)

Prescribed Fire ResourcesPrescribed fire in Florida is governed Giapter 590Florida
StatutesandChapter 512, Florida Administrative Codelnformation on becoming a

certified burner can be accessed online fronFibeida Forest ServicE The University of
Florida School of Forest Resources and Conserv&iienin Florida™® program provides
information and resources for land managers, homeowners, educators, and extension agents
on prescribed fireThe Nature Conservancy Resource Managet@epport Teart

provides 'on the ground' technical assistaridee goal is to improve targeted uplands by
assisting with prescribed fire and invasive species confiod National Interagency
Prescribed Fir@raining Centef’ (PFTC) teams assist with or conduct prescribed burns
contact The Nature Conservancy at (4682-3664, or the PFTC at (850) 53830for more
information Other resources are available to assist land managers and owners with
prescribedife,i nc | u di n Breséribed Fie Gauricisand the Southern Fire

Exchange The Councils bring together the collective knowledge and skills of these groups,
providing a foum for information sharingThe Southern Fire Exchan®(SFE) Resource
Center consolidates southern fire informatiand providesccess to fire data, documents,
projects, tools, and websitedated to fire and natural resource management vi@dhéern

Fire Portat* (SFP).

Heavy Equipment: Many of the treatments in this list require the use of heavy equipment.
Although the effect of the treatment on the habitat is beneficial, there can be negative effects
if minimization measures are not implemented to avoid direct mortality of tortoises and to
minimize burrow collapse. Rather than repeating this mitigatiorsunean each treatment,

it is providedhere, for use in all treatments that require use of heavy equipment.

Equipment operatorshouldbe madeaware of tortoises aridstructedto avoid them.
Marking the location of burrows (often done with flaggingadvance of the treatment helps
equipment operators avoid collapsing burrandis encouraged whenever feasible. When
practical, minimize use of heavy equipment during September and Ostobenatchlings
aremore numerous andilnerableat this timeandit is difficult for individuals operating
equipment to see hatchlinfgshton and Ashton 2008)Astortoises tend to be most active
duringcoolest times in the warm months, and the warmest time during the cool months,
adjusting the times whemeavy guipmentis usedmay reduce the risk to gopher tortoises.

Timber Thinning: Timber thinning can be an important tool in maintaining or enhancing
habitat for the gopher tortois&orareas in maintenance condition, once basal area
approaches the upper value for the natural community (Bbdgplying a timber harvest

can help move the condition to the lower range in the value, bagefopher tortoises. As
basal area increasesetbanopy becomes denser and less sunlight reaches the forest floor,
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which influences thground cover Timber thinning also may be a necessary tool to enhance
slightly degraded stands. Thinning will open the canopy and create conditions more suitable
to the safe application of prescribed fire. Further, the equipmentasthber thiming

typically knocks down excessive shrubs and hardwoods in the stand. Thus, thinning can
have multiple positive effects on the stateas converted to sand piriéif{us clausamay
requirea clear cubeforeinitiating natural community restoration.

Foll owing the guidance provi de dnnimiaer o0 He av
potential negativeféects to gopher tortoisghat might beassociated witla timber harvest,
and helpavoid direct mortality of tortoises and minimize burrow collap&eeas of more
intense activity associated with the harvest, sucleah piles, logging deckand skid trails
should be placed in areagthout burrows. Planningfor regeneratiorwhile simultaneously
accommodatinghe needs of the gopher tortoiseludesavoidng overstocking the stand,
usng less intensive site prep(minimize impacts to the soil argtound covey, and planng
longleafpinewhere appropriate.

Whole Tree Removal: Althoughnot an option everywhere, there are some portions of the
State that contain biofuel plants or other facilities that are willing to purchase hardwoods, or
have citizens willing to cut and remove hardwoods for firewdahenthe sgandunder
mana@menthas an excessive hardwood component, whole tree removal is the preferred
method of stand enhancement. Unlike other hardwood reduction techniques, whole tree
removal does not result in excessive debris covering the forest floeir@atshent.

Excessive debris on the forest floor can inhgbdund covegrowth,with negativeeffects on
gopher tortoises. Whole tree removal camffected via firewood sales, or sales to
harvesters who use typical forest thinning equipment to haamestemove the hardwoods.
The minimization measures for timber thinning and heavy equipment (above) may be
appropriate for this treatment.

Chopping: Roller chopping may be an appropriate tool in stands with excessive shrub or
palmetto cover. Typically, single drum chopping is preferred. It is important to prescribe the
right equipment to reduce the shrubs and palmvattominimal soil disturbance Chopping
redu@sthe shrub and palmetto in a way that enhances safe application of prescribed fire.
Further, chopping may be preferred over mulching or shredding, as mulching and shredding
leave a dense matt of mulch that may hangpeund coverespons. However, it is

important to follow chopping with prescribed fifiglenges and Gordon 2008Ehopping

without follow-up prescribed fire has minimal benefits to the gopher tortoise.

To minimize potential negativefects to gopher tortoisassociatd with roller
chopping, follow théneavy equipmenninimizationtechniquesuggested above. When
practical, apply roller chopping during cooler periods or periods of reduced gopher tortoise
activity. However, it is important to apply the treatmsmiago achievehe intended
management objectiveshile allowing for follow-up prescribed fire at an appropriate time.

Mulching or Shredding: Mulchingor shreddings anadditionalmanagemenbol to reduce
excessive shrubs, palmetto young hardwoodsAs these treatments usually result in a
thick layer of mulcHike material being deposited on the ground, it is critically importtaait
these treatments be followed with prescribed fire to remove this layer and allguedod
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coverresponse. Thesedls may be especially useful as a-fyreatment to aregsior to

ground coverestoration plantings. Typically, there is little chance of negative impacts on
gopher tortoiseffom these applicationa such stands d@kese stand®nd to have no
tortoises andittle intactground cover

To minimize potential negativdfects to gopher tortoiseassociated witimulching
or shredding, follow th&@eavy equipmenninimizationtechniquesuggested abovelo
minimize the amount of mulch material on tfreund post treatment, use the equipment to
drop vegetationwithout necessarily grindg or mulchng all of the plant material. It is
betterto leave larger trees intact on the ground rather than completely mulching them. When
practical, apply these @méments during cooler periods or periods of reduced gopher tortoise
activity. However, it is important to apply the treatmsmtago achievehe intended
management objectigewhile allowing for follow-up prescribed fire at an appropriate time.

Mowing: Mowing is a useful tool for maintaining open grasninated stands, pastures, or
roadside conditions. Mowing used in conjunction wiikkedfire linescanincrease fire line
effectiveness during the prescribed bukireep mower blades or cutterdesdst 18 inches
above the ground to avoid injury to tortoisesen mowing natural areas known to contain
tortoises See the minimizatioappoachsuggested in Heavy Equipment (above).

Herbicides: Herbicides can beffective forcontroling infestationsof invasive exotic plants
Left untreated, invasive exotic plam@n reduce native plant species composition or interfere
with the application of habitat management practices such as mowing and prescribed
burning. Herbicides maylsobe useful in reduag excessive shrub and hardwatahsities
When using heribides for thispurpose, select arerbicide ancgppropriateapplication that

has the desired effect on the shrubs and hardwoods, but that does not have a significant
negative effect onative, helbaceouground cover

Ground CoverRestoration: Ground coverestoration techniqueshould be appliedn

degraded and agriculturally disturbed sites to restore natural plant community functions and
create suitable habitat for use by gopher tortoises and associated commensal Ispecies.
many cases, it is best to restoregheund covefirst, and therrestore the pine component

after theground covehas successfullsegeneratednd has carried prescribed fire.
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Table7. Proposed timeline for implementing habitat management actions.

Proposed Habitat Management

. 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017
Actions

Implement appropriate habitat managemen
practices on upland natural plant communit
to restore community dynamics and functiot
on lands managed by FWC.

Implementground coverestoration
techniques on degraded and agriculturally
disturbed sites to restore natural plant
community functions and create suitable
habitat for use by gopher tortoises and
associated commensal species.

Recommend to the ARC that Land
ManagemenReviews of statenanaged landg
include a separate assessment to determin
upland habitat management is consistent w|
the goal and objectives of gopher tortoise
conservation.

Coordinate with partner organizatioias
identify and prioritize local government and
state lands in need of assistance with
management activities.

Continue tosupport existingrescribed fire
strike teamdgo enhance the number of goph¢
tortoise habitat acres burned or otherwise
treated.

Coordinate with FWC
Assistance Program@ind partner agencies to
provide support and technical assistance to
private landowners for managing gopher
tortoise habitat.

Incentives

As discussed in the previogsctions on habitgirotectionand management, private
lands will play an increasingly important roledaohieving the goal and objectives for gopher
tortoise conservation in Florid&ublic lands alone are inadequate to recover the species; it
will also take the collaboration of private property ownérle challenge faced in this
regard is to find ways to attract and engage rparate landowners in conservation
activities that berfé wildlife. Through ongoing habitat management practices and
prescribed fire, private landowners can have a profound impact on the conservation of gopher
tortoises and the habitat on which they, and more than 350 commensal speciespdepend
private lardowners Private landowners also play a significant role in inénggsrotection
of habitat and conservation efforts for the gopher torttiezeby helpingo redue the
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threats that the gopher tortoise facetmwever, it can be challenging at tinfes private
landownerdo continue beneficial land practices due to clearigeconomic conditions.

Conservatiorbased incentives typically provide financial paymerggulatory
assuranceor both,and help further the gaahnd objectives o§ p e cconsesvatiomplars.
Conservatiorbased incentives can assist landownerntinue the good ark they are
already doinghatbenefis wildlife, and can help to increase the landowner base conserving
gopher tortoises in FloridePrivate lands comprise methan 60% of all potential gopher
tortoise habitat in FloridaCollectively, private landownetiroughout the eastern range of
the tortoisehave the ability to help preclude federatitig of the speciesThe plan is
structured to provide incentives partners encouraging their action and participation. These
incentives are intended to promote an increase in the acreage of protected and managed
tortoise habitat (Chapter 3, Objective 2), and focus FWC permitting efforts on activities
providing the beslongterm conservation benefits to the speci€se FWC will continue to
work with partners and stakeholders to identify and develop new incdrzsezl
conservation opportunities in addition to those included in the Gopher Tortoise Management
Plan.

Implementation of this management plan will further require the cooperation of many
agencies and partners outside FWIBe FWC will continue to work with other state and
federal agencies to develop incentives for active conservation measymaslioly owned
lands such as state lands and military installations and bases. Available incentives can be
categorized as either being associated with the revised permit system or with state and
federally administered landowner assistance programs.

Permit-Based hcentives

Permitbased incentives can be divided into 3 categories, those that: (1) waive permit
requirements for activities specifically intended to improve habitat for native wildlide, (
prescribed burning); (2) authorize increased stocking dessih approved recipient sites
exceeding minimum habitat quality criteria; and (3) require smaller mitigation contributions
for responsible relocations.

Gopher tortoise permit requirements will continue to be waived on public or private
lands for activies specifically intended to improve habitat for native wildlife. These
activities generally include prescribed burning, mowing, railewpping, and tree stand
thinning. However, permits are required when these activities are conducted as a precursor
to property development.

Higher stocking densities are allowed on recipient sites that exhibit desirable tortoise
habitat attributes, such as those containing-drained soils, open or sparse tree canopy, or
a healthyground covenf herbaceous plantddabitat criteria necessary for higher stocking
densities are outlined the GpherTortoisePermitting Guidelines.

The permit system requires smaller mitigation contributions from permittees that
responsibly relocate tortoisesgermanentlyprotected private or publicly owned lands. This
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economic incentive helps guide developers towards mitigation that prok&esaximum
long-term conservation benefit.

Candidate Conservation Agreement

Candidate Conservation Agreements (CCASs) are volytamservation agreements
between th&JSFWSand one or more public or private parties. T&WSworks with its
partners to identify threats to candidate species, plan the measures needed to address the
threats and conserve these species, identify wiliingowners, develop agreements, design
and implement conservation measysegl monitor their effectiveness.

In 2006, the USFWS received a petition to federally list the gopher tortoise
throughout its nostisted rangewhich includes Florida, Georgia, and part\tdbama and
South Carolina.As a response to this listing petition, stakeholders representing the four
stateso6 fish and wildlife agencies, branches
profit organiations drafted and executed a Candidate Conservation Agreement (TIGA).
purpose of the CCA is to address species management and conséhvatighout its non
federallisted range.In November 2008, the CCA was fully signed and implementation
began.New partners signed on to the agreement in 2009 and, currently, additional state,
federa) and norprofit organizations are also considering entering into this partnership
agreement.The CCA provides incentives for future regulatory relief should theecwason
activities conducted by the parties help to preclude the need to federally list the gopher
tortoise.zzA copy of the CCA for the gopher tortoise can be downloaded from the USFWS
website

Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances

Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CGagyroactive,
voluntaryagreements between the USFWS and a private partgrihates signiftant
conservation benefits forabdidate species on néederal lands, while providing regulatory
assurances to the landowner should the species become federally listed under the Endangered
Species AC{ESA). A CCAA allows a property owner to voluntarily implement conservation
measuresn lands that benefit and provide conservation lift for species covered by the
agreement. In exchange, the property owner receives a permit from the USFWS which provides
assurances that further conservation actions or additional land use restrictioms dlrequired
if the species becomes listed in the future, provided the CCAA is in good standing. The
assurances obtained under the agreement provide regulatory certainty to landowners regarding
their activities on lands included in the agreement.

The USFWSworks with interested landowners to develdAAs. These voluntary
agreements allovandownergo manage their property in ways that benééndidate species.
These agreements also can be developed to provide regulatory certainty for landdwwokt
the species become listed under the E$Ae FWC will work cooperatively with landowners
and the USFWS to develop CCAAs for the gopher tortoise in FloRda further information
on CCAAs, visit the Candidate Conservation section of the USHaBIite™
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Habitat Conservation Plans

Habitat Conservation Plans (HCP) are planning documents originally developed as an
element of the application for issuance of an incidental take pnnfigderally listed
species.HCP planning grants are available to assist with the development of a HEéBe
plans outline the effects of anticipated future impact and proposed actions to be undertaken to
minimize and mitigate such impacts. HCPs icentude listed species, ndisted species, and
Candidate species. This planning approach allows for conservation efforts to be taken before
a speciesdb status degrades to the extent that
providing early benéts and broader conservation options, and may preclude the need for
federal listing under the ESAAs HCPsaredeveloped for large scale projects, multiple
incidental take permitareallowed under one HGPnakingit a planning effort to address
species and habitat conservation on a landslesaé whilestill meeting regulatory
requirements HCPs includethe following information assessing potentfatureimpacts to
listed species; measures to monitor, minimaanitigate those impacts; funding available to
support the plan; alternative acticngilableto avoid impacts; and justification for the
chosen alternative. HCPs are approved on the basis that the take is incidental tdya lawful
permitted activitythat impacts will be minimized and mitigated to the extent practicabés
adequate funding is identified and committed to implement the, Hi@Pthat take of the
species will not noticeably reduce the likelihood of survival and recovery of the species.

Several HCPs currently being developed in Florida include gopher tortoises in their
plans. The FWC does not allow entombment of gopher tort@sdscurrent permitting
requirements for gopher tortoises apply under all HCPs in Flofida.gopher tortoise
progamandWC6 s | ncentive Based Conservation Progr a
the gopher tortoise is included where appropriate in all future HCP planning efforts.
Additional informationregarding HCPsis available on the USFWebsite®*

Conservation Banking

Conservation banks are another program available to private landowners for lands
that are permanently protected through the use of perpetual conservation easements. The
owner of such lands agrees to place the property under an easement and to mangge for a
listed species, Candidate species, or any otheslaspecies. In exchange for these
conservation measures, the bank owner is awarded conservation credits which may be sold to
individuals or developers needing to mitigate adverse impacts of thgcisron affected
species. Conservation banking may have broad utility for numerous landowners through
preservation, enhancement, restoration, or establishment of habitat for listed species.
Through proper habitat management, lamsksd for ranching, faming, or silviculture may
qualify for the program.

Establishing a conservation bank requires the following actions be takemking
agreement must be established between the landowner, &WCSFWS; an easement
granted to a third party, precludingt@ire development and outlining appropriate land uses; a
long-term management plan created for the site; and provision made fetelomg
management and monitoring of the easement through-avasting endowed trust. Once
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these criteria are mghe ownereceives and is able to sell conservation credits to offset
development impacts within a defined service area.

TheFWC does noissue permits for thmcidental takeof tortoises however,
conservation banks may provide an opportunity for the use dfsheEsed on ecosystem
services or for habitat credit3.his would provide a financial incentive for landowners who
have quality tortoise habitat which is already at optimal carrying capadmgyFWC has a
strong partnership with the USFWS in estabhightonservation banks for federally listed
species and has included tortoise recipient sites under the conservation easaslewC
will continue to examine the full range of utility that banking may provide. For further
information on conservation biing, visit the USFWSnebsite®

Cooperative Conservation Blueprint

One approach tencourage thparticipation of private landowners to conserve
wildlife habitat identifiedn the Cooperative Conservation Blueprint is to develop a Payment
for Ecosystem Services (PES) program. The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
provides funding for the delment of PES and other markesed conservation tools
through their Caoservation Innovation Grant3-he FWC is currently working with multiple
partners to develop a proposal for a PES program that would incorporate some form of
compensation to landowners who provide critical habitat for the Florida panther, gopher
tortoise,and/or aquatic species that would expand on similar programs targeting water
quality or quantity.

Landowner Assistance Programs

The FWCO0s Landowner Assistance Program (L
agencies with the application of several landowner incentive programs for meeting wildlife
conservation goals. Among these are the Forest Stewardship Program, Wildlife Habitat
Incertives Program, Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Partners for Fish and
Wildlife Program, Common Species Common, and the Wetland Reserve Program (Appendix
7). These programs are voluntary and some may prdwidacial incentives, depending on
annual appropriatioripr wildlife conservation and habitat management on private lands.

The LAP provides technical guidance and review to focus and approve the
distribution of these cost share funds for specified wildlife management activities. T®e FW
will coordinate internally with its landowner assistance program to enhance the application of
these programs on appropriate privately owned uplands for gopher tortoise conservation.
This program includes technical advice and outreach to landownepportunities for
establishment of conservation easements, revenue generation as gopher tortoise recipient
sites, technical and financial assistance with habitat manageengnprescribed burning,
vegetation management), and development of written maregeplans. The FWC is
currently creating improved outreach and evaluation of landowner needs and preferences to
increase the effectiveness of this prograrhe gpher tortoise conservation goal and
objectives will be integrated into this program.
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SafeHarbor Agreement

The Safe Harbor Agreement (SHA) has the potential to increase the value of landowner
incentives, although its application to gopher tortoise consenvatieloridais not compatible
at this time ShouldSHAs become a viable incentifer landowners in Florida, FWC will
explore the application of the SHA in the context of the management plan actions. Additional
information regarding Safe Harbor Agreements can be accessed on the USBw#its*°

In principle, an SHA allows an agency to assure a landowner that successful land
management conservation will not subject the landowner to increased regulatory burden if the
landowner agrees to perform specific activities that enhance the haligatollintary
agreement is a contract betweéba USFWSand landowner, specifying an agreed baseline
level of regulated wildlife that the landowner will not be able to impact without obtaining a
permit. Further, the agency agrees not to penalize landosimaugl changes in thdand use
practicegesult in an increase the regulated species numbers above the agreed baseline level.
This gives landowners certainty about future regulatory responsibithE®byassuing
landownerghattheir managemeractivities which encourage wildlife will not cauae
increaseduture regulatory burdenA potential drawback of creating an SHA is that
conservation benefits created under the agreement can be reversed if the landowner chooses to
change land use. However, widespread application of the SHA suggests this occurs in only a
small number of caseand the freedom from fear of future regulatory jeopardy fosters
cooperative wildlife management in many examples. The SHA has been notably successful in
supporting private conservation areastf@federallyprotecteded-cockaded woodpecker
(Picoidesborealig in Florida.

Tax-based Incentives

Florida provides tax incentives includipgoperty tax exemptiorfer landowners that
put a perpetual conservation easement on their land. Thissddliodownes interested in
maintaining their current conseon or agricultural practices into the future to receive a
break from property taxes for excluding additional development on their proJéntgetax
reduction incentives encourage greater conservation of gopher tortoise haliatida,
voters aproved an amendment to teteConstitution to allow fopropertytax exemption
and classification and assessment of ldedicated irperpetuityandused for conservation
purposegFL Const. art. XI1§ 28*"). Written management plans developed throEgiVC 6 s
Landowner Assistance Program ganvide documentation to support applicasifor these
tax incentives.Additional information regrding property tax incentives available on the
Florida Forest Stewardshipebsite?®

Additional Conservatiorbased Incentive Programs

There are many othepnservatiorbased incentivepportunities for landowners who
want to help conserve imperiled wildligand specifically the gopher tortoisA
comprehensive list of federal and state programs is included in App&ndix
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Table8. Proposed timeline for implementing incentives actions.

Proposed Incentives Actions 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017

Assess the effectiveness of peHétsed
incentives tavard achievenentof the
management plan conservation objectives.

Coordinate internally with FWC staff that
provide technical assistance and outreach to
private landowners tmentify cost share
opportunities for landowners who manage
gophertortoise habitat on private lands.

Coordinate with FWC and USFWS stafid
evaluate Habitat Conservation Plans (HCPS)
conservation banking, and Candidate
Conservation Agreements with Assurances
(CCAA) as means to provide a conservation
benefit for gopher tortoises, and provide
incentives to the landowner.

Implement as appropriate Habitat Conservat
Plans (HCPs), conservation banking, and
Candidate Conservation Agreements with
Assurances (CCAA) to benefit the conservat
of gopher tortoises with interested landowne

Identify practices and langse changes that
result in a positive habitat value for gopher
tortoises on agriculture and silviculture lands

o O &
777777

Develop Riyment for Ecosystem Services pilg
incentive program for landowners

o’

7
%
%

N

7
7
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7
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Population Management

Preservingmanaging, and restoring gopher tortoise habitats are key components in
achieving the conservation goal; however, addressing the needs of tortoise populations also
plays a role in the success of a ldegm species conservation plan. In general, resource
managers undertake activities to enhance the required burrowing, foraging, and nesting
habitat, with the understanding that tortoise individuals and populations will benefit through
improved nutrition, increased fecundity, and positive effects on grails and age to
sexual maturity. However, as populations become increasingly fragmented and impacted by
anthropogenic factors, managers will need to take a more direct;tianaigproach to
conserving this Threatened speciésaddition to maintainingiable gopher tortoise
populations where they exist, theadegies related to population managenazat to
enhanceyopher tortois@opulations in degraded habitate restore gopher tortoises on
public conservatiotands where populations have beenesely depleted or eliminateand,
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where necessar{o reduce hatchling predation on select sites where population viability and
persistence have been compromised.

Population Restoration

There are two primary approaches to population restoraaailitated population
restorationis used in areasith severely altered or degraded habikeitalso ha some
habitat patches suppuong tortoises. By undertaking specific land management actions to
restore the altered or degraded habitat, the managens®s the amount of suitable habitat
and facilitates the natural growth of the existing population over time. Gopher tortoise
populations on a number of conservation lands around the state could be enhanced by this
approach. Moreover, although restorpapulations takes time for this lofiged, slow
growing species, such natural increases can help overcome some of the past decline and
contribute positively to overall tortoise population growth in Floribérected population
restorationis the delibeste and planned restocking of wild gopher tortoegublic
conservationlandsh er e resi dent densities are extremel)
survival and longerm population viability are very likely. This approach can be used in a
variety of circumstances, including areas where habitat has been restoredtedut lacks
a local source of tortoises to repopulate the restored habiaexample, alect portions of
the Florida Panhandle may qualify for restocking where past harvest has severely depleted or
eliminated the local tortoise resource over vast acreaggditionally, reclaimed mining
sites in northern and central Florida have been restocked in the past, and nea\ssieye
a similar function in the future.

Facilitated restoration of depleted tortoise populations through habitat improvement
and natiral population growth is a preferred population management tool, just as prescribed
fire is a premier habitat management tool. An initial step will be determination of which
public lands might best benefit from either of the two approaches to populkionation.
Restocking will be considered in situations where the habitat has either been restored or is
already in good condition, but where no available surrounding tortoises exist to rebuild the
population naturallyor where the population is so seslg depleted that viability is
compromised Guyeret al. (in press) found that at densities below 0.4/ha, tortoises alter
movements in ways that might affect population viability because of changes in social
structure. If restocking is necessary, sousaaf tortoises will be carefully considered to
enhance the success of the population restoration. Insights from genetic stggdies (
Osentoski and Lamb 1995; Schwartz and Karl 2006; Sirdfaiterset al.,in prep.) will be
factored into restocking distons. During 2011other Florida land management agencies
worked with FWC to create detailed guidelines for restocking tortoise populations on
publicly owned conservation lands (Appendix 12, Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines).
The focus of such réscking efforts is to establish viable populations on protected; well
managed lands.

Headstart Programs and Predator Exclusion
I n other states wit he.qmqGdorgiaandMigsibsppi), t ort oi s e

headstarting of juvenile tortoises hasdn undertaken (C. Powell, M. Hinderliter, pers.
comm.). Eggs are retrieved from the wild and incubated in a laboratory, and the resulting
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