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INTRODUCTION

Mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System

The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System is to administer a
national network of lands and waters for the conservation, management,
and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant
resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of
present and future generations of Americans.

Skimmers
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Description of the Refuges

Located along the southern edge of the Big Bend Region of I'lorida’s
west coast, Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges
represent two jewels of the National Wildlife Refuge System (Fig. 2).
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge was established on April 10,
1979, for the purpose of protecting, maintaining, and enhancing a rare
and beautiful ecosystem. The refuge, which is predominantly wetlands,
is bisected by 20 miles of Stephen Foster’s famous Suwannee River

and includes 20 miles of coastal marsh habitat along the Gulf coast.

The salt marshes and tidal flats at the river’s mouth are a paradise for
shorebirds and fish. The refuge also encompasses an unusual diversity
of floodplain hardwoods; cypress-lined sloughs; cabbage palm and cedar
islands; eypress domes; hydrie, mesic, and xeric hardwood hammocks; and
low pine flatwoods.

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge was established on July 16, 1929,
to protect a breeding ground for colonial nesting migratory birds. Today,
the refuge is comprised of 13 islands ranging in size from 1 to 120 acres
and totaling 762 acres. Four of the islands, Snake, Seahorse, North and
Deadman Keys, are designated Wilderness Areas. Additionally, Atsena
Otie Key is state-owned and managed as part of Cedar Keys National
Wildlife Refuge through a Memorandum of Understanding. Cedar Keys
Refuge ranks as one of the largest nesting areas for colonial wading birds
in north Florida.

Purpose of and Need for the Plan

Under the provisions of the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service is required
to develop comprehensive conservation plans for all lands and waters of

Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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Introduction the National Wildlife Refuge System. These plans will guide management
decisions and set forth strategies for achieving the purposes of each refuge
unit. The National Environmental Policy Act ensures that the Service

will assess the environmental impacts of any actions taken as a result of
implementing these plans.

The following Comprehensive Conservation Plans and have been prepared
for the Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges,
located in Levy and Dixie Counties, Florida. Their purposes are to identify
the roles the refuges will play to support the mission of the National
Comprehensive Wildlife Refuge System and the North Florida Ecosystem. The plans
outline issues, concerns, and opportunities expressed to the Service during
a series of public scoping meetings, workshops, and on comment sheets.
They also provide a description of desired future conditions and propose
long-range guidance to accomplish the purposes, missions, and visions of
the refuges. This guidance is presented for each refuge in a listing of

goals, objectives, and strategies resulting from an analysis of possible
management alternatives.

Conservation

Plans

The final plans will serve as operational guides for management of these
refuges over the next 10 to 15 years.

The plans will:

W provide a clear statement of the desired future conditions when refuge
purposes and goals are accomplished;

W provide refuge neighbors and visitors with a clear understanding of the
reasons for management actions on the refuge;

B ensure management of the refuge reflects policies and goals of the
National Wildlife Refuge System;

M ensure refuge management is consistent with federal, state, and county
plans;

M provide long-term continuity in refuge management; and

M provide a basis for operation, maintenance, and capital improvement
budget requests.

River Trail Overfook
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer

Figure 1. Organizational Chart of the Fish and Wildlife Service within the U.S. Department of the Interior
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Cypress Swamp
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer

Swallow-tailed Kite
USFWS ©Ken Myers

Overview of the Department of the Interior

The Department of the Interior is the prineipal landowner of most of

our nationally owned public lands and cultural resources. Management
responsibilities include fostering wise use of our land and water resources,
protecting our fish and wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural
values of our national parks and historical places, managing the National
Wildlife Refuge System, and providing for the enjoyment of life through
outdoor recreation (Fig. 1).

Mission of the Fish and Wildlife Service

The Fish and Wildlife Service is the principal organization through which
the Department of the Interior carries out its responsibilities of working
with others to conserve, protect, and enhance the nation’s fish and wildlife
and their habitats for the continuing benefit of people.

The Service manages the National Wildlife Refuge System, the world’s
largest collection of lands set aside specifically for the protection of fish and
wildlife populations and habitats. More than 520 national wildlife refuges
covering more than 93 million acres provide important habitat for native
plants and many species of insects, amphibians, reptiles, fish, birds, and
mammals. These refuges also play a vital role in preserving threatened
and endangered species, as well as offering a wide variety of recreational
opportunities. Many refuges have visitor centers, wildlife trails, and
environmental education programs. Nationwide, more than 30 million
visitors annually hunt, fish, observe and photograph wildlife, or participate
in interpretive activities on national wildlife refuges. The Service also
manages all national fish hatcheries.

Ecosystem Management and Priorities

For the Service, the North Florida Ecosystem includes portions of south
Georgia and most of north and central Florida (Fig 2). The area includes
southern temperate and subtropical climates, numerous physiographic
districts, and many unique and widely varied habitat types. The northern
boundary of this ecosystem includes the watersheds of the St. Mary’s

and Suwannee Rivers, including the Okefenokee Swamp. The northeast
boundary begins at Camden County, Georgia, and proceeds down the east

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 3



Figure 2. North Florida Ecosystem Map, Fish and Wildlife Service

S Momcomsmr
ooy T . "wususn
: : i o : CBRYAW )
: SU ' : MDF‘E : T”M“ TATTNALL c"“"“" :
weasTer - SUMTER o s ; ¢ TATTNAL
: [ cn';lsr TE‘I.'FAIR Lk
: ' G i R 1 -
S TERRELL Sy . v . = LIBERTY
f ; LEE g ; NG BEN B
ATURNER | yHILL APPLING:
RANDOLPH', 1 N L Al :
Py \ s ;
. i " , ; B : RN
CCALHOUN. DOUGHERTY © TWoRTH g N COFFEE BACON. | WAYNE
: : I & THET [ 5 Lo
S T :
BAKER. -7 R PIERCE
: N, BERRIEN ‘““"5‘”‘, : :
: \ Lo Sy
; N\ t L .
MILLER MITCHELL ‘u“'ﬁ g L Ve dian i o CUBRANTLEY
-3 cookK : L RRAL
\ . : -
S . LANIER
: THoMAs'I‘ ‘ : :
DECATUR o CLINCH
: , ;
BROGKS

GADSOEN

FRANKLIN

AN

GRADY
’I

LEON

WAKULLA

North

A
|
|
i

Lower Suwannee N

National Wildlife Refuge

Cedar Keys
National Wildlife Refuge

LOWNOES

MADISON

\\ S

ECHOLS

HAMILTON

Legend

~~—==~ J.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
North Florida Ecosystem Boundary

County Lines

~— State Lines

BAKER

SUWANNEE CoLUMBIA
UNIO N *
L
LAFAYETTE CLAY
BRADFORD
: ALACHUA
bixiE GILCHRIST CuTHAM
N F L ORI D A A\
LEVY Y
\ \
\ \
L : A
o : MARION \
. /\‘ .
\....-..’ \ VOlUSIA ~N
\ R Y
\ v\
) \
\ Y
[} o\
\ LAKE AN
\ CITRUS N
\ . N
1 : : \
IR SUMTER SEMINOLE \
: N\
.
,l.» HERNANDO: ,“
[ IO ORANGE: ‘,
| 5 -
/ {
I 2R B ...."- [
! )
',' PASCDO (‘.. =
i l 0SCEDLA '|
] : i o
{ A
,' HILLSBOROUGH \
! .
,' CBREVARD: Y\
PDLK
¢ PINELLAS L
\ .
\ .
\ INDIAN
\ RIVER
\
1
\
\ MANATEE HARDEE OKEECHOBEE
N ST.
o LUCIE
N,
HIGHLANDS

4 Lower Suwannee




Introduction

Comprehensive
Conservation
Plans

Boat on River
USFWS Allyne Askins

Planning Issues
and Opportunities

CCP Pianning Team
USFWS Allyne Askins

coast of Florida to the line separating Brevard and Indian River Counties.
The ecosystem boundary then turns west and includes Orange, Lake, and
Sumter Counties as its southern border. The western boundary includes
all Florida counties from Sarasota north through Taylor and Jefferson
Counties. In Georgia, the ecosystem is inclusive of all counties east

and south of Thomas, Colquitt, Worth, Turner, Ben Hill, Coffee, Ware,
Charlton, and Camden Counties.

Habitats found within this ecosystem include barrier islands; xeric scrub;
pine flatwoods; freshwater marshes, lakes, streams and springs; mixed
hardwood/pine forests; cypress swamps and domes; dry prairies; maritime
forests; hardwood hammocks; estuarine marshes; pine rocklands; sandhill
woodlands; coastal strands; sawgrass prairies; sloughs; and tree islands.
The North Florida Ecosystem team currently has three priorities which
include restoring scrub habitat, conserving coastal habitat, and protecting
the water quality of the Suwannee River Basin.

Legal Policy, Administrative Guidelines, and Other Considerations

Administration of national wildlife refuges is governed by various
international treaties, federal laws, Presidential Executive Orders and
regulations affecting land and water, as well as by the conservation

and management of fish and wildlife resources. Policies for management
options for the refuge are further refined by administrative guidelines
established by the Secretary of the Interior and policy guidelines
established by the Director of the Fish and Wildlife Service.

Select legal summaries of treaties and laws relevant to administration of
the National Wildlife Refuge System and management of these refuges are
provided in Appendix A.

Overview of the Public Involvement Process

The Comprehensive Conservation Plans for Lower Suwannee and Cedar
Keys National Wildlife Refuges have been prepared in compliance with
the provisions of the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement
Act of 1997. Plan preparation is in compliance with the National
Environmental Policy Act of 1969, which requires the Service to
actively seek public involvement in the preparation of environmental
assessments and environmental impact statements. It also requires the
Service to seriously consider all reasonable alternatives, including a No
Action Alternative and a Proposed Alternative. These alternatives are
described in Environmental Assessements prepared in conjunction with
the comprehension conservation plans for both Lower Suwannee and
Cedar Keys Refuges.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 5
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Identification of important issues provides a sound basis for initiating

the development of management alternatives, objectives, and strategies.
To ensure that the future management of these refuges reflects the

issues, concerns, and opportunities expressed by the public, a variety

of scoping mechanisms was used. A complete deseription of the public
participation process during the draft and final plan preparation is included
in Appendices B and D.

Public Participation Highlights

W A comment packet was used to gather general information on current
and potential refuge operations.

B Letters were mailed to affected and interested members of the public to
inform them of the planning process and to invite their participation.

® Refuge personnel presented informative programs to community
organizations and stakeholder groups.

B A series of stakeholder workshops and public seoping meetings were
held to develop components of the draft plans.

B The draft plans were distributed to approximately 300 individuals,
organizations, agencies, and Native American tribes.

B More than 80 participants attended a public meeting to discuss the draft
plans.

W Both written and oral comments were received during a 60-day
comment period.

Scope of Issues, Concerns, and Opportunities

Several key issues and concerns surfaced during two public meetings, two
stakeholder workshops, and from written comments. The planning team
reviewed the issues and concerns raised by the approximately 100 people
who participated in the scoping process. This list was based on the team’s
knowledge of the area, information gathered during the scoping meetings,
and written comments submitted by the public.
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Aerial View of the Suwannee River
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Location

Ba,ckgroufnd Located along the southern edge of the Big Bend Region of Florida’s

In fOT’}’)’L(l tion west coast, the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge is found in the
westernmost part of Levy County and the southern tip of Dixie County
(Fig. 8). The refuge is approximately 50 miles southwest of Gainesville,
Florida.

History

Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge was established on April 10,
1979, under the authority of the Fish and Wildlife Act to protect the lower
Suwannee River ecosystem. The initial acquisition in 1979 was 5,300 acres
of land at Shired Island. Additional parcels of land were acquired over a
15-year period, until the refuge reached its present size of 52,935 acres.
The refuge, which is predominantly wetlands, is bisected by 20 miles of
Stephen Foster’s famous Suwannee River and ineludes more than 20 miles
of coastal marsh along the Gulf coast. The refuge also encompasses an
unusual diversity of floodplain hardwoods; cypress-lined sloughs; cabbage
palm and cedar islands; cypress domes; hydrie, mesie, and xeric hardwood
hammocks; and low pine flatwoods. Each of these diverse vegetative
communities contributes to making Lower Suwannee National Wildlife
Refuge one of the largest undeveloped river delta-estuarine systems in the
United States.

Marsh
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer Purpose

The purpose of Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge is:
“..for the development, advancement, management, conservation,
and protection of fish and wildlife resources....” 16 U.S.C. § 742{(a)(4)* and
“.for the benefit of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service,
in performing its activities and services. Such acceptance may be subject
to the terms of any restrictive or affirmative covenant, or condition of
servitude....” 16 U.S.C. § 742f(b)(1) (Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956,
16 U.S.C. § 742f(a)-754, as amended.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 7
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Paddling the Refuge Canoe Trail
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Management

8 Lower Suwannee

Direction

Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge was established to protect,
maintain, enhance, and where appropriate, restore habitats along the
lower reaches of the Suwannee River. The refuge also protects water
quality and quantity through sound land resource management and
cooperative relationships with state agencies that have jurisdictional
authority over the water and aquatic resources therein. Further, the
refuge provides habitat for several threatened and endangered species and
species of special concern in the State of Florida (Appendix H).

Function within the Ecosystem

Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge, along with Okefenokee
National Wildlife Refuge, anchors the Suwannee River Basin - an area
consisting of 10,000 square miles across two states. The primary focus

of the Service in this ecosystem is to maintain the quality of large,
undeveloped forested and wetland habitats in the upper and lower portions
of the Suwannee River by linking those areas with a corridor of habitat
along the river. The Service is also concerned with maintaining the
quantity and quality of river flows and the rich biological heritage of the
native plant species within the river basin. The refuge plays an integral
role in meeting these ecosystem goals by protecting nearly 53,000 acres of
riverine habitat and more than 20 miles of river corridor along the lower
reaches of the Suwannee River.

Agreements

B Memorandum of Understanding with the Suwannee River Water
Management District for management of its 420-acre St. Petersburg
tract, as part of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge.

B Memorandum of Understanding that gives management authority of
the 146-acre, Service-owned Canavan tract in Columbia County to the
District. This property was a Farmers Home Administration property
that the Service acquired and is adjacent to other property owned by the
Suwannee River Water Management District.

B Lease agreement with the State of Florida, Division of Lands, for the
Service to manage 624 acres in T 12 S, R 11 E, Section 16, as part of the
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge.

M Lease agreement with The Nature Conservancy for the Service to
manage the 786-acre, Conservancy-owned, Cummer tract, as part of the
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge.

W Lease agreement with the Dixie County Board of Commissioners for the
Commissioners to maintain the Shired Island boat ramp.

® Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and Levy County
Sheriff’'s Department allowing either agency to provide emergency
assistance to the other upon request.

¥ Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and Dixie County
Sheriff's Department allowing either agency to provide emergency
assistance to the other upon request.

B Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and the State of
Florida, Department of Agricultural and Consumer Services, Division of
Forestry, to provide wildfire suppression.

Mission

The mission of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge is to protect,
maintain, and enhance a significant natural ecosystem which encompasses
flood plain hardwoods, coastal and freshwater marshes, and upland forests;
provide optimum habitat conditions and protection for native wildlife with
special emphasis on threatened and endangered species and migratory
birds; provide wildlife-oriented recreational/educational opportunities to
the public; and preserve significant archaeological sites.




Figure 3. Vicinity Map, Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge

309 ) '{

Headquarters

Lower Suwannee o
National Wildlife Refuge sfiév

Legend

|| Refuge Land
~ > County Roads
-~ Refuge Roads

0 2 . A4Kilometers
0 ' 2 ' 4 Miles

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 9



LOWER
SUWANNEE
NATIONAL
WILDLIFE
REFUGE

Comprehensive
Conservation
Plan

10 Lower Suwannee

Vision Statement

The watershed and estuary of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge
contain valuable water resources and fish and wildlife habitat. The refuge will be
managed for the conservation of fish and wildlife and their habitat, with special
emphasis on the protection and restoration of wetland and upland communities.
Education, research, and wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities will be
available, insofar as they are compatible with refuge health and preservation.
Management will partner with local, state and federal agencies; community
organizations; and individuals to ensure the protection and conservation of the
vast Suwannee River ecosystem for current and future generations.

Management Alternatives

Once the key issues and concerns were identified, the planning team determined
a reasonable range of alternatives for managing the refuge. The Environmental
Assessment, which is under a separate cover, contains a full review of the
alternatives considered and their impacts on the socioeconomie, environmental,
and cultural resources, along with alternatives discussed but not fully developed.

Birders on Canoe Trail
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Management Action

The management action was selected based on conformity with the refuge’s
mission, vision, ecosystem function, and current uses, as well as on the needs
expressed by the public during the scoping process. The action will result in a
better understanding of the refuge resources used by threatened and endangered
species, migratory birds, and resident wildlife; the protection and enhancement
of these resources; the protection of water quality and quantity; the restoration
of refuge habitats; and accessibility of the refuge to the public for compatible
wildlife-dependent public uses.

An overriding concern reflected in the plan is that wildlife comes first in refuge
management. Public uses are allowed and encouraged if they are compatible
with wildlife conservation. Wildlife-dependent recreational uses such as hunting,
fishing, wildlife observation, wildlife photography, and environmental education
and interpretation are emphasized.

The end result is a set of goals, objectives, and strategies related to key issues
that will guide management of the refuge for the next 10 to 15 years.




LOWER Goals, Objectives, and Strategies to Support the Management Action

SUWANNEE Five management goals for Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge
were developed from several workshops held during the scoping process.
NATIONAL

WILDLIFE m Wildlife Expand scientifically based monitoring and research to support
REFUGE management decisions regarding wildlife habitat and populations.

W Habitat Restore, conserve, and enhance the natural diversity, abundance,
and ecological function of refuge habitat, with an emphasis on managing
habitat to benefit threatened and endangered species and species of

Comprehensive special concern in the State of Florida.

Conservation ® Resource Protection Protect the natural and cultural resources of the
Plan refuge to ensure their integrity and to fulfill the mission of the National
Wildlife Refuge System.

® Public Use Provide opportunities for environmental education and
interpretation and wildlife-dependent recreation in accordance with the
National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997.

W Landscape Management Promote interagency and private landowner
cooperation and partnerships for the management and protection of
natural and cultural resources within the Big Bend Region of Florida,
the Suwannee River Basin, and the North Florida Ecosystem to benefit
wildlife, water quality and quantity, and the American people.

The goals, objectives, and strategies are the Service’s response to the
issues and concerns expressed by the planning team and the general public
at the workshops, public meetings, and in the comment packet, and will

be used to implement the management action. These goals, objectives,

and strategies reflect the refuges’s commitment to achieving the missions

; of the Service and of the National Wildlife Refuge System; ecosystem
Snapping Turtle priorities; refuge purposes, mission and vision; and the expressed needs of
USFWS Ken Litaenberger the public—provided that necessary funding requirements are met.

Wildlife
Goal

1. Expand scientifically based monitoring and research to support
management decisions regarding wildlife habitat and populations.

Objective

1.1 Conduct surveys of vertebrates, invertebrates, and plant
species and habitat associations; develop monitoring
Youth Hunting programs for priority species; and establish targets for
USFWS . . .
population levels. Expand current monitoring programs.
Strategies
1.1.1 Continue current monitoring program for bald eagles
during the nesting season using aerial surveys
to determine nest status and production. Provide
data to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission and the Serviee to aid in monitoring the
delisting of this species.

1.1.2 Continue current monitoring program during the
osprey nesting season to determine fledgling success
and to evaluate overall population trends.

1.1.3 Expand the current, sporadic monitoring program
for manatees into a regular, consistent monitoring
program using aerial surveys of the coastal and
riverine habitats of the refuge. Provide data to the
Service Manatee Recovery Coordinator to aid in
statewide monitoring and recovery efforts.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 11
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Great Biue Heron
USFWS ©Bruce Colin

Alligator
USFWS ©Bruce Colin

1.1.4 Continue to support the U.S. Geological Survey
and the Service’s efforts to monitor threatened Gulf
sturgeon that use the Suwannee River and coastal
estuary. Provide assistance for storage, transporting,
and setting up equipment. Assist in field research as
needed.

1.1.5  Continue monitoring the population status and health
of resident wildlife species (e.g., white-tailed deer
and wild turkey) and tailor management activities
and hunting regulations to maintain healthy and
stable populations of game species. Use Southeastern
Cooperative Disease Study Unit at the University of
Georgia to monitor health of deer herd on a 5-year
basis.

1.1.6 By 2001, develop and implement an annual Breeding
Bird Survey.

1.1.7 By 2001, participate in migratory shore bird surveys
in spring and fall and provide data to the Manomet
Laboratory.

1.1.8 By 2002, conduct a population survey of gopher
tortoises and their habitat associations. Trap five
tortoises and conduct blood tests to determine
if the population harbors the respiratory disease
which threatens this species. Beginning in 2005,
monitor gopher tortoise populations every 5 years
to determine long-term population trends. (Resource
Project 4)

1.1.9 By 2008, conduect furbearer counts, determine their
effects on the ecosystem, and develop population
management strategies (e.g., hunting and trapping)
to promote diversity and stability among species and
their habitats.

1.1.10 By 2003, initiate a nesting survey of swallow-tailed
kites to be conducted every 5 years to determine
long-term population trends.

1.1.11 By 2004, identify exotic plant and animal species on
the refuge and develop a strategy to eliminate or
control them.

1.1.12 By 2005, partner with the University of Florida to
conduct a survey of herpetofauna and develop a long-
term monitoring technique for amphibians.

1.1.13 By 2005, partner with the Suwannee River Water
Management Distriet and/or the U.S. Geological
Survey to conduct an aquatic inventory of fishes and
mussels of the lower reaches of the Suwannee River.

1.1.14 By 2008, develop a list of significant flora and conduct
surveys for rare and endangered plant species.

Objectives

1.2

12 Lower Suwannee

By 2004, revise the Wildlife Inventory Plan into a Wildlife
Management Plan which would be based on data gathered
during initial surveys. The Wildlife Management Plan would
guide all aspeets of refuge management and be based on
reliable data and sound techniques.




LOWER 1.3 By 2010, conduct a biological review of the refuge. Ideally,
this review would have oceurred prior to the initiation of

SUWANNEE this comprehensive conservation plan. It will be necessary

to conduct a biological review prior to its revision to
NATIONAL determine if biological strategies outlined in the plan and in
WILDLIFE the Wildlife Management Plan are resulting in good science
REFUGE and sound management practices.

1.4 Develop a Geographic Information System database
management and mapping system with plant and wildlife
Comprehensive communities and management layers. (Resource Project 7).

Conservation Strategies

Plan 1.4.1 By 2003, develop a computerized database for current
and past monitoring and research activities using
Microsoft Access and input all available records.

1.4.2 By 2003, develop a computerized database for current
and past forestry and fire activities using Microsoft
Access and input all available records.

1.4.3 By 2003, maintain database and develop a query
system to facilitate data retrieval.

1.44 By 2004, train professional staff in data collection and
usage of Geographic Information System.

1.4.5 By 2006, build Geographic Information System
databases with several coverages including: roads;
land eover types; prescribed burn units; timber
sales; inholdings; hydrology; soils; wildfires; boundary
maintenance; boundaries; breeding bird survey
transects; data points and data; eagle nests; osprey
nests; gopher tortoise burrows; gopher tortoise
study transects; archaeological and cultural sites;
topography; assets (structures and facilities); public
use structures and trails; swallow-tailed kite nests;
forest compartments and stands; insect/disease/
disturbance events; beaver ponds and dams; refuge

Pine Lily ponds; blue bird boxes; and wood duck boxes.
USFWS Robert LeMarie

Habitat

Goal

2. Restore, conserve, and enhance the natural diversity, abundance,

and ecological function of refuge habitats, with an emphasis on
managing habitat to benefit threatened and endangered species and
species of special concern in the State of Florida.

Objective

2.1 Maintain habitat for migrating, wintering, nesting, and
foraging birds, with special emphasis on threatened and
endangered species, neotropieal migratory birds, and
colonial wading birds.

Strategies

2.1.1 Maintain existing pine and hardwood habitat for at
least 20 pairs of swallow-tailed kites.

2.1.2 Maintain existing nesting habitat for 4 pairs of bald
eagles.

2.1.3 Maintain existing habitat for 30 to 40 nesting pairs
of osprey.
2.1.4 Provide high quality foraging habitat for colonial

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 13



wading birds by manipulating water levels in three
LOWER existing management areas.

SUWANNEE

2.1.5 By 2002, initiate a research project with the Service’s
NATIONAL FEcological Services Division, the University of
WILDLIFE Florida, and the Suwannee River Water Management
REFUGE District to study mercury levels in the river and its

tributaries and the effects on foraging wading birds.
Objective

2.2 Refine and implement a preseribed fire program to restore

Comprehensive and maintain healthy, fire-dependent communities.

Conservation

Strategies
Plan

2.2.1 Implement the Fire Management Plan (1997), with
annual reviews and updates to incorporate applied
research findings.

2.2.2 Continue on an annual basis to use preseribed fire on
at least 3,000 acres, using a combination of dormant
season and growing season burns. Both uplands and
marshlands will be burned.

2.2.3 By the 2003 fire season, initiate fire research on the
effects of burning frequency, seasonality, and spatial
distribution on the refuge’s pine flatwoods, mixed
cypress, and marsh ecosystems. (Resource Project 5)

2.24 By 2004, investigate the impacts of prescribed
fire on isolated wetlands in relation to restoring
and maintaining aquatic habitats for herpetofauna
threatened by hardwood succession caused by the
exclusion of fire. (Resource Project 5)

Marsh Burning
USFWS Ken Litzenberger
Objective
2.3 Refine and implement an active forest management
program to restore and maintain healthy and diverse forest
communities.

Strategies

2.3.1 Plant wiregrass plugs in the longleaf pine restoration
sites and log decks at a density of 1,000-per-acre with
an annual average restoration of 10 acres.

2.3.2 Maintain and promote propagation of wiregrass

through prescribed fire.
2.3.3 In 2001, monitor restoration efforts of native long
Planting Trees leaf pine and wiregrass ecommunities on slash
USFWS Ken Litzenberger pine conversion sites (clearcuts). Conduet seedling

survival counts in the restoration areas to determine
survival rate.

2.3.4 By 2002, update and implement the Forest
Management Plan (1989).

2.3.5 By 2002, complete inventory preparations for the
forested habitats, including inventory schedules, data
to be collected, preparation of eruise maps based
on refuge management compartment maps, and
methods for analyzing data.

2.3.6 1In 2002, begin inventory of the 32,571 acres of
forested habitats to obtain the necessary data to

Logging Deck
USFWS Ken Litzenberger
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LOWER refine forest and wildlife management strategies. A
minimum of 3,000 acres will be inventoried annually.

SUWANNEE Complete the inventory project in 2011, followed by

NATIONAL the necessary revisions to the Forest Management
Plan.

WILDLIFE

REFUGE 2.3.7 Use commercial timber sales to thin slash pine

plantations to promote the regeneration of early
successional understories, provide quality habitat
and forage for native wildlife species, and prepare
Comprehensive plantations for a shift to growing season fires.
Specific harvest schedules will be developed in the
Forest Management Plan.

Conservation

Plan

2.3.8 Monitor and evaluate the wiregrass restoration
effort and determine if the project should continue
past 2004.

2.3.9 If adequate, wiregrass stands could be used as a seed
source. Implement a seed harvest program to expand
the restoration process, if previous restoration
efforts are successful.

Objective

24  Protect wildlife habitat and water quality and quantity
through land acquisition. (Resource Project 3)
Strategies

2.4.1 Protect important habitat for threatened Gulf
sturgeon and water quality of the Suwanee
River by acquiring, through fee title ownership
or easements, the tracts identified in the
Environmental Assessment and Land Protection
Plan for the Expansion of the Lower Suwannee
National Wildlife Refuge (1995).

2.4.2 Protect and restore Florida scrub jay habitat and
provide contiguous habitat for numerous other
species through the acquisition of the Caber Tract, if
this land becomes available for purchase.

2.4.3 Acquire the 17 remaining privately owned properties
(inholdings) within the original approved acquisition
boundary of the refuge, as they become available for
purchase.

Resource Protection

Goal
3. Protect the natural and cultural resources of the refuge to ensure
their integrity and to fulfill the mission of the National Wildlife
Refuge System.
Objective

3.1 Protect known archaeological and historical sites on the
refuge from illegal take or damage in compliance with
the Archaeological Resources Protection Act, the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, and the
National Historic Preservation Act.

Pine Forest
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer

Strategies

3.1.1 Conduct law enforcement patrols at all known
archaeological and historical sites on a regular basis
to inspect for disturbance and illegal digging and/or
looting.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 15
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3.1.2 By 2003, compile a comprehensive literature review
of past archaeological, anthropological, and historical
investigations within and near the refuge. Produce
an annotated bibliography to document the area’s
history.

3.1.3 By 2006, inventory and GPS the refuge’s
archaeological sites. (Resource Projects 7 and 14)

3.1.4 By 2010, develop and implement a plan to protect
identified archaeological sites in consultation with
the Service’s Archaeologist, the State Historie
Preservation Office, Native American tribes, and

Plan the professional archaeological community. (Resource
Project 14)
Objectives
3.2 Annually evaluate a minimum of 15 miles of refuge

3.3

3.4

Grading Roads
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

boundary. Delineate refuge boundaries with signs and paint,
as needed.

Continue to protect refuge habitats from wildfire through
the fire program, properly trained staff, and equipment
readiness. The station will monitor fire conditions and
respond according to approved plans and procedures.

Continue to protect bald eagle nests by monitoring for
disturbance and, if necessary, by closing areas around nests
during the nesting season.

Continue to provide visitor safety, protect resources, and
ensure compliance with refuge regulations for more than
100,000 annual visitors through law enforcement patrols and
public use contacts.

Strategy

3.5.1 By 2005, revise and update the refuge’s Law
Enforcement Plan.

Objectives

3.6

3.7

3.8

Shired Creek Bridge 3.9
USFWS Ken Litzenberger ‘

3.10

Continue to work cooperatively with local, state, and other
federal law enforcement agencies to enhance resource
protection.

Maintain present road system containing 50 miles of
primary refuge roads by grading, mowing, and replacing
culverts, as needed, for public vehicle access and for habitat
improvement, protection, and management.

Maintain access to secondary roads system by mowing,
boom axing, grading, and replacing culverts, as needed,
for habitat protection, management, and improvement for
refuge staff and for public foot and bicycle traffic.

Identify additional lands and seek funding to acquire such
lands that will improve resource protection and aid in
fulfilling the mission and purpose of the refuge.

Maintain more than $1,000,000 worth of capitalized
equipment used in all aspects of refuge management
including habitat, wildlife, and public use.

16  Lower Suwannee



LOWER 3.11 By 2006, conduct a wilderness review of the refuge. The
purpose of a wilderness review is to determine whether
SUWANNEE any refuge lands or waters meet the characteristics of

wilderness. Any lands determined to meet these criteria

cIVIl\IlIJ(I).:\::IéL will then be nominated for inclusion as Wilderness Areas.
REFUGE Public Use

Goal

4. Provide opportunities for environmental education and

. interpretation and wildlife-dependent recreation in aceordance

Comprehensive with the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of
Conservation 1997.
Plan Objectives

4.1 By 2003, develop and implement a Visitor Services
Management Plan.

42 By 2002, identify site for a visitor center or visitor contact
station to serve both Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys
National Wildlife Refuges. Visitors will learn about the
Service, the National Wildlife Refuge System, and both
local refuges and the trust resources they protect. Seek
funding support from Congressional representatives, local
governments, organizations, and individuals. (Resource
Project 2)

4.3 Develop and implement an environmental education
program that will result in a greater understanding and
appreciation of refuge flora, fauna, and habitats.

Strategies
4.3.1 By 2001, quarterly provide ranger- or volunteer-led

canoe tours, wildflower and butterfly walks, and
birding trips.

Cuh Scouts

USFWS Allyne Askins 4.3.2 By 2002, develop environmental education

curriculum for the refuge consistent with Florida
Department of Education (Sunshine State)
standards.

4.3.3 By 2002, develop at least three refuge specific
messages, complete with a teacher’s guide on
wetlands and wetlands species for local teachers and
community organizations.

4.3.4 By 2003, develop teacher workshop materials and
host an annual teacher’s workshop for environmental
education curriculum.

4.3.5 Provide and train staff, student interns, and
community volunteers to implement an
environmental education program. By 2003, increase
staff and volunteer presence in the public schools and
the community for educational purposes.

4.3.6 By 2005, provide temporary housing and
transportation for student interns.

Objective

4.4 Update existing materials and develop new interpretive
materials, including brochures, interpretive panels, kiosks,
and exhibits that highlight refuge resources.

Fishhone Creek Observation Tower
USFWS Ken Litaenberger
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Hunter
USFWS Ken Litzenberger
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Strategies

44.1

44.2

44.3

44.4

44.5

4.4.6

44.7

44.8

44.9

By 2001, replace temporary marsh walkways with
elevated, accessible boardwalks. To provide resting
spots, place benches along the trail. (Resource
Project 9)

By 2001, develop interpretive panels which highlight
the Dixie County portion of the refuge. The panels
will be included on kiosks located near the refuge, on
property owned by the county and town of Suwannee.

By 2002, develop a self-guided walking trail through
the pine forests and marsh at Salt Creek.

By 2002, replace visitor’s kiosk at River Trail with a
new structure, panels, and brochure box. (Resource
Project &)

By 2003, develop interpretive panels and build a kiosk
at the Shell Mound Unit. Interpretive panels will
highlight coastal habitat and associated wildlife. A
map will be included to identify refuge lands and
public use facilities. (Resource Project 9)

By 2003, construct an observation tower at Dennis
Creek Landing similar to the tower/disability
accessible deck on the River Trail. (Resource
Project 9)

By 2004, establish a native plants, wildflower, and
butterfly garden at the refuge headquarters. Through
interpretive signs and an accompanying guide, the
area would become an outdoor classroom and serve
as a demonstration area for “Backyard Wildlife
Management.”

By 2005, develop interpretive panels and incorporate
into kiosks for the Dennis Creek and Shell Mound
trails similar to those found along the River Trail.
(Resource Project 9)

By 2006, construct an observation tower with
interpretive panels overlooking an interior
freshwater marsh/pond along the visitor loop road in
Levy County.

4.4.10 Evaluate other areas where walking trails for
wildlife observation might be compatible with
the purpose and mission of the refuge or
refuge system.

Objective

4.5  Provide opportunities for hunting and fishing
on the refuge in a manner which minimizes
conflicts between consumptive and
non-consumptive user groups.

Strategies

4.5.1 Provide high quality hunting opportunities
for small game, big game, and waterfowl
consistent with sound biological principles and in
accordance with the approved Refuge Hunt Plan
(1988).
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Mother and Son Fishing
USFWS Ken Litaenberger

Fishing at Shell Mound Pier
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Volunteer with Children
USFWS Ken Litaenberger

452

45.1.1

45.1.2

45.1.3

45.14

4.5.1.5

45.1.6

4.5.1.7

Maintain the archery-only area in Dixie
County.

Continue to staff a centralized check station
in each county during the general gun
season to collect harvest data and provide a
hunter contact point.

Continue to monitor and evaluate the

hunt program annually to determine health
of game species. Modify seasons and/or
regulations, if necessary, to ensure the
hunt program is based on sound biological
information and achieving management
goals.

By 2001, increase law enforcement presence
during hunting seasons to ensure hunter
safety, to provide contact information, and
to monitor compliance.

By 2002, designate non-hunting areas in
both counties to minimize potential conflicts
between hunters and non-hunters. Potential
areas to be included are the property owned
by The Nature Conservancy, Shell Mound,
Fishbone Creek, and Shired Island. These
areas have public use facilities (e.g., trails
and boardwalks).

By 2002, modify deer hunting regulations
to increase the number of does harvested.
This will achieve a balanced sex ratio and
improve overall deer herd health.

By 2008, evaluate the potential of
conducting a youth-oriented deer hunt.

Provide high quality fishing opportunities consistent
with sound biological principles.

4521

4522

45.2.3

4524

4525

4.5.2.6

By 2001, increase law enforcement patrol
of fishing areas to ensure public safety and
maintain refurbished facilities.

By 2002, construct a disability-accessible
fishing platform at Fishbone Creek.

By 2004, repair boat launch and resurface
parking area at Shired Island. (Resource
Project 12)

By 2005, explore additional ways to increase
land based fishing opportunities by
emphagizing access and facility
improvements.

By 2006, develop and implement a fisheries
management plan.

By 2008, support National Fishing Week by
conducting an annual event.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 19



LOWER Objective

SUWANNEE 4.6 Develop a volunteer program which offers resource,
educational, and maintenance projects to accommodate a

NATIONAL diverse volunteer community.

WILDLIFE Strategies

REFUGE 4.6.1 Create partnerships with community-based
organizations to adopt specific refuge trails and/or
areas.

Comprehensive 4.6.1.1 Continue coordinating with the Wetlands

Conservation Clubs from area high schools to conduect
Plan regular clean-up days on the refuge.

4.6.1.2 By 2002, partner with the Suwannee River
Chamber of Commerce to adopt the Dixie
Mainline Trail.

4.6.2 Provide volunteer training opportunities.

4.6.2.1 Continue to provide training to teach refuge
volunteers about the Service, the refuge
system, and the local refuges.

4.6.2.2 By 2002, provide opportunities for
volunteers to attend teacher workshops to
develop skills for conducting educational
programs.

23',"“; ca?‘“’gl 4.6.2.3 By 2003, provide opportunities for
5 Jim Clugston volunteers to attend Service-sponsored
training on related topies to improve their
ability to serve refuge needs.

4.6.3 By 2001, provide support and recognition to
volunteers for their contributions to refuge
operations and programs.

4.64 By 2003, develop volunteer-led tours of various
refuge trails.

4.6.5 By 2004, use volunteers to assist with staffing needs
for the new refuge visitor center or contact station.

Objective

4.7 By 2001, develop a Friends Group for Lower Suwannee and
Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges.

Landscape Management

Goal

5. Promote interagency and private landowner cooperation and
partnerships for the management and protection of natural and
cultural resources within the Big Bend Region of Florida, the
Suwannee River Basin, and the North Florida Ecosystem to benefit
wildlife, water quality and quantity, and the American people.

Objectives

5.1 Continue participation on North Florida Ecosystem Team
and support team priorities and projects.

Lily Pads
USFWS ©Bruce Colin
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Bicyclists on the Dixie Mainline
USFWS

5.2

By 2005, develop partnerships with local school districts
and state environmental agencies such as the Suwannee
River Water Management District, Florida Department
of Environmental Protection, and Florida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Commission to promote and provide
environmental education opportunities on and off the
refuge.

Strategies

Objective
5.3

5.2.1 By 2003, expand partnership with the Levy County
School District to include it as an involved
participant in the Interdisciplinary Watershed
Eduecation Program.

5.2.2 By 2004, expand partnership with the Dixie County
School District to assist with the development of
environmental education facilities and programs.
(Resource Project 10)

By 2006, develop partnerships to protect water quality and
quantity and to promote research on the trust resources of
the refuge.

Strategies

Objective
5.4

5.3.1 By 2002, expand partnership with the University
of Florida to conduct research on the refuge and
provide research sites and field experiences to
students.

5.3.2 By 2002, expand partnership with the Suwannee
River Water Management Distriet and the U.S.
Geological Survey to include monitoring water flows
and quality in the lower reaches of the Suwannee
River, to inventory and study aquatic species,
and to protect the Suwannee River corridor from
development and activities which could negatively
impact water quantity and quality.

5.3.3 By 2003, explore potential for working with the
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
to reintroduce black bear into the Big Bend Region
of Florida.

5.3.4 Conduct a basin-wide mussel survey to determine
species abundance and distribution with emphasis on
determining status of the Suwannee moccasinshell
mussel for possible listing, by the year 2005. Threats
to the Suwannee River Basin include degradation
of water quality resulting from increased pesticide
and fertilizer use by dairy and poultry operations,
contaminants from phosphate mines and pulp mills,
and increased ground and surface water consumption
(specifically, a proposal to divert water from the
Suwannee River to the Tampa area [minimum flows
issue]).

Maintain partnerships with local community organizations
and environmental agencies to promote and guide the
development of nature-based tourism while maintaining the
“wildlife first” requirement of the Refuge Improvement Act.
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Swamp Lily
USFWS Robert LeMarie
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Strategies

54.1 Continue to work with the Florida Park Service and
other governmental agencies, as well as community
organizations, in the sponsorship of the Suwannee
River Naturefest, an annual nature-based festival.

54.2 Continue to partner with local organizations to seek
out and apply for grants on collaborative projects.

54.3 By 2002, work with the Suwannee River and
Dixie County Chambers of Commerce to develop
interpretive material about the Dixie County
portion of the refuge and nature-based recreation
opportunities provided by the refuge.

5.4.4 By 2008, seek support from community organizations
and governmental agencies for the establishment of
a Refuge Visitor and Education Center which will
serve both refuges and could serve as a central
information point for environmental activities in the
area.

Objectives

5.5 Continue to develop partnerships with national and state
organizations to acquire necessary lands for the protection
of trust resources and the fulfillment of the purpose and
mission of the refuge.

5.6 Seek mutual cooperation with recognized Native American
tribes in Florida to protect Native American sites on the
refuge.

Strategy

5.6.1 By 2008, negotiate and implement a long-term
archaeological research agreement with the
Department of Anthropology at the University of
Florida and the Museum of Natural History.

Partnerships

A crucial component to implementing this comprehensive conservation
plan is the development and expansion of partnerships with the local
community and other environmental agencies. Significant partnerships
with the Suwannee River Water Management District and The Nature
Conservancy contributed to both the establishment and management of
the refuge. Local organizations that have contributed to the operation of
the refuge include the Suwannee River and Dixie County Chambers of
Commerce, the Suwannee Audubon Society, and the “Save Our Suwannee”
organization. Personal contacts and working relationships have been
established with other governmental organizations including the following:
University of Florida; Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission;
Florida Park Service; Florida Department of Environmental Protection;
Florida Division of Forestry; Levy County School District; Dixie County
School Distriet; Chiefland City Council; Levy County Commissioners;
Dixie County Commissioners; Levy County Development Authority;
North Florida Economic Development Council; Levy County Economic
Development Council; and North Central Florida Regional Planning
Council.

In addition to dynamie partnerships with organizations, the refuge is
fortunate to have a small but dedicated group of individuals who volunteer
and assist the refuge with various projects. These volunteers will continue
to play a pivotal role in the accomplishment of refuge objectives and




LOWER strategies. In addition to assisting with refuge projects, this cadre of
volunteers serves as an important link with the community at large,
SUWANNEE promoting refuge messages and garnering additional support for the

NATIONAL refuge system.

WILDLIFE Partnerships with other environmental agencies, local school districts,
REFUGE and ecommunity groups have the greatest potential to benefit refuge
resources. Biological and environmental research and monitoring will

be improved through enhanced partnerships with the Suwannee River
Water Management District, the University of Florida, and the Florida
Comprehensive Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. Environmental education
opportunities will be enhanced through expanded partnerships with both
local school distriets, the Suwannee River Water Management District
Plan and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. The limiting
factor in the advancement of these partnerships is the lack of staffing and
funding to nurture these programs and relationships.

Conservation

Annual Work Plans

Future annual work plans will be developed to reflect the priorities

and intent of this comprehensive conservation plan. When discretionary
funding and staff time are available, these work plans will be used to
implement various components of the plan.

Step-Down Management Plans

The comprehensive conservation plan provides conceptual guidance

for potential future expansion, management and development of the
refuge. Step-down management plans are individual, subject-specific
plans. Examples are fire management, forestry management and hunting
management. The refuge’s approved step-down plans are listed below.

Water Snake Before implementing the goals and projects of this comprehensive

USFWS ©Bruce Colin conservation plan, some specific step-down plans may need revisions, while
others will need to be developed.

Approved Plans

W Aircraft Pre-Accident Aircraft are used for fire control and management,
habitat monitoring, and biological surveys. The purpose of the Aireraft
Pre-Accident Plan is to outline general procedures to be followed during
routine flights and flight emergencies. (Approved 5/6/94)

M Continuity of Operations It is important to maintain the capability to
perform essential activities and functions under all circumstances and
situations, including human-caused, natural, technological, and national
security emergencies that may occur with or without notice. This plan
identifies functions necessary for the safety and continuity of operations.
(Written 8/10/98)

mFire Management The purpose of the Fire Management Plan is to provide
objectives and guidelines for managing refuge habitat. The plan provides
Visitors at Shell Mount a detailed program of action to implement fire management policies
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer and objectives in aceordance with the Fire Management Preparedness
BT e i Handbook (621 FW). (Approved 1/8/97)

mHurricane Action The purpose of the Hurricane Action Plan

is to outline general procedures to be followed during and

after hurricanes and the associated tornadoes which may ocecur.
(Approved 12/17/90)

. MStation Safety The purpose of the Station Safety and

! Environmental Health Management Plan is to outline
respongibilities and procedures necessary to minimize accidents/
ineidents which may result in personal injury or property damage to
Service employees and the visiting public. Included are guidelines
for employees to follow in case of emergencies, correct procedures
for reporting accidents, and an emergency action directory.
(Approved 10/21/84)
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ATrapping The purpose of this plan is to identify methods to reduce beaver
impacts on refuge roads and timber in the Dixie County portion of the
refuge. The plan does not seek to eliminate beaver from the refuge, merely
minimize damage caused to refuge roads and timber by flooding, and thus
ensure visitor and staff safety when using these roads. (Submitted 1/12/00)

Approved Plans, Scheduled for Revisions

BForest Management The purpose of this plan is to provide guidelines which
will strive to make the best use of available management techniques to
provide suitable habitat for native wildlife in refuge forest lands. This
plan is scheduled to be updated by 2002. (Approved 4/19/89)

MLaw Enforcement This plan’s purpose is to provide refuge staff with a
ready reference to Service, regional and state policies, procedures, and
programs concerning refuge law enforcement activities. The present plan
was approved on March 29, 1988, and is outdated. It will be revised by
2005.

M Visitor Services Management Plan (Public Use Management Plan) The purpose
of the Public Use Management Plan, now referred to as the Visitor
Services Management Plan, is to outline strategies to accomplish the
refuge’s public use goals without compromising the original purpose for
which the refuge was established. The plan will be revised in 20083.
(Approved 6/28/88)

B Hunting The purpose of the Hunting Plan is to establish
guidelines for hunting on the refuge which will provide the
general public with a quality wildlife-oriented reereational
experience, an opportunity to utilize a renewable resource, and
the ability to maintain wildlife populations at levels compatible
with refuge habitat. This plan will be updated and incorporated
into the Visitor Services Management Plan by the 2003-2004
hunt season. (Approved 4/18/38)

| Fishing The purpose of the Fishing Plan is to provide guidelines
and objectives for the sportfishing program, which will serve
to increase wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities and
further the public’s opportunity to enjoy a renewable resource.
The plan will be updated and included in the Visitor Services
Management Plan, which is scheduled to be updated and revised
by 2003. (Approved 8/16/88)

W Sign (part of Public Use Management Plan) The sign plan, which is
now obsolete, outlined the design and placement of refuge signs
to provide information to the public. Sign management will now
be included in the Visitor Services Management Plan. (Approved
6/28/88)

| Wildlife Management Plan (Wildlife Inventory Plan) The purpose of the
Wildlife Inventory Plan was to establish which species to inventory,
standard techniques for conducting the inventories, and projected costs.
This plan is now obsolete. A new Wildlife Management Plan will be
written to replace this plan. This projeect is to be conducted by 2004.
(Approved 4/21/86)

Needed Plans or Reviews

W Cultural Resource Management Plan The purpose of this plan is to clearly
delineate the historic preservation process for the refuge, develop
strategies to identify and assess the refuge’s historie properties, identify
appropriate site protection measures, and identify current and potential
partners. The plan shall be in place by 2010.

B Wilderness Review The purpose of this review is to determine whether
any refuge lands or waters meet the qualifications of a “Wilderness
Area.” Any areas determined to meet these criteria will then be
nominated for inclusion as wilderness. The Wilderness Review will be
conducted by 2006.




LOWER ® Fisheries Management Plan The purpose of this plan is to determine if and
what management actions could be conducted to improve fish habitat on

SUWANNEE refuge waters. Fisheries biologists from the Service’s Ecological Field

NATIONAL Offices would provide the expertise needed for this evaluation. The

fisheries plan will be conducted by 2006.
WILDLIFE W Biological Review Ideally, this review would have occurred prior to the
REFUGE initiation of this comprehensive conservation plan. It will be necessary to
conduct a biological review prior to its revision to determine if biological
strategies outlined in this plan and the Wildlife Management Plan are
resulting in good science and sound management practices. This review

Comprehensive should occur by 2010.
Conservation

Plan Funding and Staffing

To bring the vision of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge

to a reality—expanded biological monitoring, enhanced public use
opportunities, and construction of related facilities—appropriate funding
and staffing are essential! Although a portion of this new funding could be
from partnership opportunities and grants, the bulk of the funding must
be allocated by the U.S. Congress. Current base funding is inadequate

to meet staff costs and to complete routine maintenance and upkeep of
facilities and equipment.

A staff of eight permanent full-time, one permanent half-time, two career
seasonals, and one temporary firefighter (Fig. 4) are currently allocated to
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge (gray boxes). To accomplish the
goals, objectives, and strategies outlined in this plan, additional staffing is
River Trail Kiosk needed. Five additional full-time permanent positions are required to fully
USFWS ©Ken Sowrbeer implement this plan (white boxes). Additionally, two full-time positions
willbe shared with Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge (white boxes
with bold bordering). Finally, the current Assistant
Refuge Manager position, GS-0485-5/7/9, will become a
Refuge Operations Specialist position with the primary
responsiblity of overseeing the daily operations of
Cedar Keys Refuge. One of the identified new positions
will be a Deputy Project Leader position, GS-0485-
11/12, which would oversee staff and daily operations
of Lower Suwannee Refuge.

If the Service is to succeed in the full implementation
of this plan, base funding and minimum staffing must
be increased. Along with base funding, maintenance
funding must also increase so that the refuge may
upgrade and improve facilities and equipment, as
needed. Without the financial support from the U.S.
Congress, Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge
will not be able to successfully manage habitat

for threatened and endangered species and trust
resources. The refuge will be unable to provide
adequate environmental education and outreach.
Wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities will be
inadequate to meet the needs of society. Finally, the
refuge will not endure as a unique resource for future
generations.

Resource Projects

The following projects directly support the refuge’s
goals and objectives. They do not necessarily fit under
one goal, but rather support several goals.

Cypress Swamp
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer
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Project 1

Initial Base Funding Additional base funding is needed to hire staff

and cover normal, routine expenses. Five new full-time positions for
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge and two new full-time positions
to be shared with Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge are needed to
meet minimum staffing needs. These positions will require equipment and
transportation and will also affect utility expenses. The estimated costs for
these new positions including salaries, benefits, and operations will total
approximately $700,000 for the first year and $600,000 for recurring years.

Project2

Administrative Facilities, Visitor’s Services, and Education Center
Construction of a headquarter’s facility is needed and will include a
visitor center with interpretive displays and exhibits; a book store; an
environmental education classroom; a large conference room; and six
administrative offices. This facility, which will also serve Cedar Keys
National Wildlife Refuge, will be in a location that supports both refuges
and will serve large numbers of visitors. The construction cost will be
approximately $2,000,000.

In lieu of a visitor center, a smaller administrative office and visitor contact
station could be constructed. This facility could still support both refuges
and have space for minor exhibits and a meeting room. The cost for this
project will be approximately $400,000.

Project3

Land Acquisiltion This land acquisition project has two sections--
inholdings and refuge expansion. Currently, 17 inholdings are within the
approved refuge boundary (Fig. 5). Table 1 prioritizes the purchase of
these lands if funding becomes available. If all the tracts were to be
purchased, the cost will exceed $10,000,000.

The second part of the land acquisition project concerns the proposed
expansion of the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge. In 1994,
several tracts along the Suwannee River, outside the refuge’s original
acquisition boundary, were identified as nursery and spawning habitat
for the endangered Gulf sturgeon. At that time, a Preliminary Project
Proposal was conducted and followed with a Land Protection Plan and
Environmental Assessment concerning this proposed expansion of the
refuge. The project entered the Land Acquisition Priority System and
was ranked number two in the country in 1996. It was not funded and

in 2000 was ranked 84" in the country. The total acreage of the proposed
acquisition is 9,970 acres with an estimated purchase cost of $15,000,000.

Project4

Gopher Tortoise Population Study The Gopher tortoise is a species of
special concern in the State of Florida. As a keystone species for the sandy
soil pine woods ecosystem, gopher tortoise absence can indicate a loss of
suitable habitat or unfavorable management conditions. Gopher tortoise
burrows serve a variety of other species. The absence of gopher tortoises
in the ecosystem can have negative implications for rare, threatened and
endangered species. Gopher tortoises are falling vietim to a contagious
respiratory disease that has the potential to adversely affect the species
throughout its range. A study of the refuge’s population will provide
preliminary data, a population index, and determine the prevalence of the
disease among this population. This study may also identify secondary
burrow users, such as the endangered eastern indigo snake. The cost of the
study is estimated at $80,000.

Project5

Fire Effects Research The refuge currently has an active fire management
program. However, baseline information and post-burn vegetation analysis
are needed to tailor the burn program to meet specific management
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objectives. This project will initiate fire research on the effects of

burning frequency, seasonality, and spatial distribution on the refuge’s pine
flatwoods, mixed cypress, and marsh ecosystems. Additionally, the refuge
has large reptile and amphibian populations (e.g., the endangered eastern
indigo snake and the gopher tortoise, a species of special concern). Basic
research is needed to evaluate how preseribed fire parameters such as
season, ignition methods and burn rotation affect refuge herpetofauna. This
study will further investigate the impacts of prescribed fire on isolated
wetlands. These wetlands may be maintained and possibly restored
through the use of periodic preseribed fire to halt hardwood eneroachment
and succession. In many areas of Florida, fire was excluded from the
isolated wetlands and, subsequently, suitable habitat for herpetofauna
disappeared. The third treatment of this study will compare herpetofauna
response in isolated wetlands where fire is used to those where

fire has been excluded. The results from these three studies will

provide information for managing habitats and wildlife populations on
Lower Suwannee National Wildlife
Refuge, tailor the forestry and

fire management programs to meet
specific habitat and population
objectives, and provide valuable
insight about herpetofauna which
could be applied by other land
managers. The cost of these
research projects is estimated at
$200,000.

Project 6

Dizie Compound Garage Facility
and Crew Building The Dixie
County portion of the refuge is

a 1-hour drive from the current
headquarters. This portion of the
refuge contains approximately
29,000 acres and 40 miles of roads.
Equipment such as road graders,
trucks, and bulldozers is stored

in a pole shed located in the

Dixie Compound. Presently, the
refuge lacks a shop and a place

to store tools. Additionally, a 1979
dilapidated mobile home is located
in the ecompound. This structure was used as a sub-headquarters, crew
room for staff, and temporary quarters for visiting researchers and
volunteers. However, it is unsafe and an eyesore. A small garage with a
tool room, crew room, and rest room facilities is needed. The cost of this
project is estimated at $240,000.

Project 7

Enhance Resource Assessment through Geographic Information System A
Geographie Information System will permit refuge staff to digitize refuge
habitats and incorporate biological, archaeological, and public use resources
into databases. The refuge currently has a single-user GIS system and one
GPS PLGR unit. A digitizer to capture fine scale data and a plotter for
printing scales maps are necessary to have a fully functioning GIS system.
The project will require new computer hardware, software, training, and

a computer specialist to get the system up and running. The position will
be a term position, not to exceed 4 years. This person will be required to
train staff on how to use and maintain the system. The cost is estimated

at $250,000.




Figure 5. Land Acquisition Map, Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge
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LOWER Table 1. Inholdings Within the Approved Boundary of Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge

SUWANNEE
NATIONAL
WILDLIFE
REFUGE

ESTIMATED VALUE' WILLING SELLER?
Asbell

Sowell unknown
Comprehensive
Conservation
Plan

Williams, et al. 74 (camp cabin)

Osteen 1 (home)

unknown

30 (5 upland)

IThe estimated value figures are “best guess” estimates. Appraisals will be conducted to
obtain fair market value prices. The Service is not allowed, by law, to pay above appraised
value.

2The Service only acquires land from willing sellers.
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Project 8

River Trail and Entrance Drive Enhancements The entrance drive to
the refuge, which leads to the administrative complex and an adjacent
trail head area, is currently surfaced in limerock. This project proposes

to resurface the 0.8-mile drive, the 500-square-foot trail head parking
area, and the visitor contact station/administrative office parking lot.
Additionally, the kiosk at the trail head is rotten and infested with
termites. The information panels are outdated and in poor condition.

The trail is approximately 0.5-mile in length with a 400-foot boardwalk
and observation platform on the historic and beautiful Suwannee River.
Approximately 10,000 people annually use this trail area. A new kiosk and
interpretive panels are needed to replace the current structure and to
highlight the trail improvements including the boardwalk and observation
platform. The estimated costs of the entrance drive resurfacing, paving of
two small parking lots, and replacing the information kiosk total $340,000.

Project 9

Shell Mound Enhancements The Shell Mound Unit of the refuge receives
more than 50,000 visitors a year. Current public use amenities include a
1-mile, uninterpreted loop trail, a 0.3-mile loop trail with two information
panels, a brochure box and small parking area at the trail heads, a small
boat launching area, and a 400-foot disability accessible boardwalk and
fishing pier. This project calls for the construction of two marsh boardwalks
for the 1-mile trail. Currently, this trail is only fully accessible during

low tide, as the marsh areas are wet during high tide. Additionally, an
observation tower at Dennis Creek would greatly enhance the user’s
ability to observe wildlife and scenie vistas. The trail passes through
unique coastal habitat and interpretive signs along the trail will educate
visitors about the natural features found along the trail. On the Shell
Mound Trail, two information panels are outdated and in poor condition.
These panels would be replaced with new panels. In the parking area,

the refuge sign and brochure box would be replaced with a 3-sided kiosk
housing panels about the two trails, natural features and wildlife, for both
Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys Refuges. The estimated cost of this
project is $50,000.

Sunset at Shell Mound
USFWS Ken Sourbeer
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Project 10

Develop Education Facilities The Dixie County School District leases 16
acres of land near Fishborne Creek from the State of Florida which is
surrounded by the refuge. The school district has plans to construet an
environmental education facility on the property, but is short of funding.
The Service needs to work cooperatively with the school district to apply
for a grant to fund this project. The Service could help with the purchase of
materials and provide construction supervision. The ecounty eould provide
labor, probably from the correctional facility, to build a pole shed type
structure. Grant money could be used to purchase a recyeling, composting
toilet for the site, while installation could also be by inmate labor with
refuge supervision. The total estimated cost of the project is $20,000, with
the Service’s share being approximately $10,000, depending on funding or
grant specifications.

Project 11

Fire Equipment Storage and Cache The original site plan for the
administration area calls for an enclosed equipment building for vehicle
storage. Presently, fire cache equipment is stored in several seattered
locations due to space constraints. Additionally, equipment such as the
engine, pumper unit, fire transport, and dozer are unprotected. This
project will include the construction of an enclosed, 5-bay garage, with 4
bays for fire equipment storage and 1 bay for the fire cache. The estimated
cost of this project is $300,000.

Project 12

Shired Island Enhancements Shired Island receives more than 40,000
visitors annually. The boat launch and parking area are in poor condition.
This project will involve clearing and leveling the parking area and gravel
resurfacing. The boat launch is eroding and needs bank stabilization.
Currently, no signs or information panels for the refuge are located

at this highly visited area. In addition to the parking area and launch
improvements, a kiosk with refuge information and panels highlighting the
unique natural features of the area will be constructed. The estimated cost
of this project is $200,000.

Project 13

Boundary Survey Boundary surveys between refuge property and
adjacent private property have not been conducted at several locations in
Levy and Dixie Counties. These surveys were never conducted because
the property was within the original acquisition boundary and it was
assumed that these sites would eventually become part of the refuge.
Several locations exist in both counties where the property remains in
private ownership and the lack of a boundary line has caused management
problems related to forest and fire management activities, public use, and
law enforcement. Under this plan, the surveys will be conducted. The
estimated cost for this project is $250,000.

Cypress Kness
USFWS Jerry Gamble




LOWER Project 14

SUWANNEE Archaeological and Historical Survey A comprehensive archaeological
survey of the refuge is needed. The refuge contains archaeological sites
NATIONAL that are more than 2000 years old. This project is necessary to identify,
protect, and interpret the refuge’s cultural resources. The estimated cost
WILDLIFE is $200,000.
REFUGE
Project 15
Replacement of Heavy Equipment The refuge currently has two pieces of
Comprehensive heavy equipment in need of replacement. The Fiat Allis crawler tractor

was obtained by the Service in 1984, as used, excess property from the
Army Corps of Engineers. This tractor is used to maintain 50 miles of road
Plan right-of-way. It is also used for land clearing, habitat management projects,
and fire protection. A Champion brand motor grader, which is more than
20 years old, needs replacing. This grader was received by the refuge in
1979. The grader is used to maintain more than 50 miles of refuge roads

for forestry and wildlife management, fire management and protection, and
public access. The estimated replacement cost for both pieces of equipment
is $325,000.

Conservation

Table 2. Funding Needs for Special Resource Projects of Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge

PROJECTS ONE TIME COST FIRST YEAR NEED' RECURRING BASE

1.

. Land Acquisition 10,110,000

5. Fire Effects 100,000

1. GIS System 250,000 100,000

9. Shell Mound Projects 50,000

11. Fire Equipment Storage 300,000 5,000

13. Boundary Survey 250,000 5,000

. Heavy Equipment 325,000

Ipirst year need for these projects is included in the one time cost figure.

Volunteers

Volunteer agsistance to the refuge has been valuable, particularly in the
area of public use. Lower Suwannee Refuge has a small, but dedicated
corps of volunteers. One volunteer works more than 200 hours annually
at Shell Mound maintaining the trails and collecting litter. He has also
agsisted with the construction of a boardwalk and a kiosk. Several
volunteers assist with data entry and other office work. Other volunteers
lead nature walks, canoe tours, wildflower walks, and birding trips for
special refuge events such as National Wildlife Refuge Week, and assist
in staffing festival exhibits. Still others assist with colonial bird, shorebird,
and migratory bird surveys. Volunteers contribute approximately 1,000
hours annually to refuge projects.
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Volunteers will continue to play an integral role in assisting staff with
fulfilling the mission and vision of this refuge. The current limiting factor

in volunteer recruitment is not a lack of community interest, but the

lack of staff to nurture and oversee this program. The development of a
“Friends” group will provide interested citizens with an outlet to become
more involved. However, this program will not fully develop without a staff
person to make this dream a reality.

Monitoring and Evaluation

Extensive research and monitoring of natural resources will oceur once
this plan is implemented and minimum staffing needs are met. This
knowledge will give refuge managers and staff specialists the data to
Jjudge how habitat management has impacted refuge resources. A major
objective of the investigations is not only to provide information to

local managers, but to provide a database which will benefit other land
managers with similar resources.

This plan will be augmented with detailed step-down management plans

to address management actions in support of refuge goals and objectives,
and to implement the identified strategies. Annual work guidance and the
Maintenance Management System and Refuge Operational Needs System
are the annual mechanisms for requesting funding and accounting for
completion of the objectives, strategies, and projects identified in the plan.
It will be reviewed every 5 years to determine if these goals and objectives
are being met and if different strategies are needed to assist the refuge in
moving towards fulfilling its vision. Public involvement in the evaluation
process and in plan implementation will be encouraged.
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North Key
USFWS Ken Litzenberger

Black-crowned Night Heron
USFWS

Cedar Keys

National Wildlife Refuge

Location

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is located along the western coast of
Florida, approximately 90 air miles north-northwest of Tampa and 60 miles
southwest of Gainesville. Located in Levy County along the southern edge
of the Big Bend Region, the 13 islands that make up the refuge surround
the coastal town of Cedar Key, Florida, where State Road 24 terminates

at the Gulf of Mexico (Fig. 6).

History

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge was established on July 16, 1929,
by Presidential Executive Order 5158, to protect a breeding ground for
colonial nesting migratory birds. The Executive Order included North
Key, Snake Key, and Bird (Deadman’s) Key. A second Executive Order,
dated November 6, 1939, added Seahorse Key to the refuge. Congressional
legislative mandate number 92-364, dated August 7, 1972, designated
Seahorse Key, Snake Key, North Key, and Deadman’s Key as National
Wilderness Areas under the Wilderness Act of September 3, 1964 (Public
Law 88-577). During the late 1970s and 1980s, additional interior coastal
islands surrounding the town of Cedar Key were purchased for inclusion
in the refuge. In 1998, the Suwannee River Water Management District
purchased Atsena Otie Key and added it to Cedar Keys Refuge through a
Memorandum of Understanding. Today, Cedar Keys Refuge is comprised
of 18 islands ranging in size from 1 to 120 acres and totaling 762 acres.

Purpose

The purpose of Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is:
“.as a refuge and breeding ground for birds and wild animals,
subject to valid existing rights....” Executive Order 5158, July 16, 1929;
“_.suitable for - (1) incidental fish and wildlife-oriented recreational
development, (2) the protection of natural resources, (3) the conservation
of endangered species or threatened species....” 16 U.S.C. § 460k-1; and
“...the Secretary...may accept and use...real...property. Such
acceptance may be accomplished under the terms and conditions of
restrictive covenants imposed by donors....”
16 U.S.C. § 460k-2, as amended.

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge was established to protect colonial
birds during a time when market hunters, desiring feathers for the ladies’
apparel industry, were slaughtering millions of birds. Today, the threat is
much different - coastal islands are being rapidly developed and habitat
is lost forever. Seahorse Key has been designated critical habitat for
colonial wading birds. Historically, up to 200,000 birds nested on Snake
and Seahorse Keys. Recent data show approximately 10,000 white ibis;
great, cattle, and snowy egrets; great blue, little blue, black-crowned night,
yellow-crowned night, and tri-colored herons; cormorants; and brown
pelicans nest on Seahorse Key annually. Snake Key has not been used for
nesting since the late 1960s.

The Suwannee River Water Management District purchased Atsena Otie
Key to protect water quality and to provide recreational opportunities in
a natural setting. The refuge islands, with their undisturbed, natural plant
communities, are important stopover points for migrating neotropical
songbirds. They are important loafing and feeding areas to thousands of

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 35



Figure 6. Vicinity Map, Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge
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shorebirds and provide habitat for threatened and endangered species, and
species of special concern in the State of Florida. The refuge provides
limited public recreation and environmental education.

Function within the Ecosystem

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge includes important coastal barrier
island habitat with maritime forests, salt marsh, and the northern most
limit of mangrove swamps. About 50 percent of Florida’s salt marsh

and more than 3,000 square kilometers of seagrass beds oceur in the

Big Bend Region, providing habitat for migratory birds, anadromous and
interjurisdictional fish, and threatened and endangered species. The blend
of these estuary and riverine habitats creates a large, complex system
which exhibits how watersheds function.

Once a sleepy fishing village, the town of Cedar Key has become a

unique nature tourist and sportfishing destination. The refuge protects
island habitat that would possibly be developed to accommodate increased
tourism. The seasgrasses surrounding the islands are important for local
shell fisheries and provide valuable habitat for manatees and juvenile sea
turtles. Seahorse Key is home to one of the largest colonial wading bird
rookeries in north Florida.

Cedar Keys Pier
USFWS Allyne Askins

Agreements

B Memorandum of Understanding with the Suwannee River Water
Management District for the Service to manage Atsena Otie Key as part
of Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge.

W Lease agreement with the State of Florida, Division of State Lands, for
the Service to manage a 300-foot buffer zone of state waters surrounding
Seahorse Key.

M Special Use Permit with the University of Florida enabling the
University to use the Seahorse Key lighthouse and approximately 3
acres around the lighthouse for the purposes of marine science education
and research.

B Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and the State of
Florida, Department of Agricultural and Consumer Services, Florida
Division of Forestry, to provide wildfire suppression.

W Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and Levy County
Sheriff's Department allowing either agency to provide emergency
assistance to the other upon request.

W Written permission from the Levy County Board of County
Commissioners to maintain a kiosk with interpretive information on the
county-owned dock in the town of Cedar Key.
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Great Egre
USFWS ©Bruce Colin

9
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer

Mission
The mission of Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is to protect,
maintain, and enhance the unique barrier islands that compose the refuge

for the benefit of present and future generations, while protecting the
colonial nesting birds.

Vision Statement

The Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is a group of fragile coastal
islands that contain significant natural and cultural resources. The refuge
will be managed for the conservation of wildlife and wildlife habitat,

with special concern for migratory and breeding birds and threatened

and endangered species. Management will protect cultural resources

and support environmental education, research, and where appropriate,
other compatible uses. Management will partner with local, state, and
federal agencies; community organizations; and individuals to ensure the
protection of these resources for present and future generations.

Management Alternatives

Once the key issues and concerns were identified through the scoping
process, it was evident that the number of reasonable alternatives for
managing this refuge was limited by its small size and the need to
protect critical habitat and the colonial bird rookery. The Environmental
Assessment, which is under a separate cover, contains a full review

of the alternatives considered and their impaects on the socioeconomice,
environmental, and cultural resources along with alternatives disecussed
but not fully developed.

Management Action

The management action (Enhanee Protection with Public Awareness and
Eduecation) was selected based on conformity with the refuge’s mission,
vision, ecosystem funetion, current uses, and needs expressed by the public
during the scoping process. The action will identify biologieal monitoring
and research needs which will result in a better understanding of the

use of refuge resources by threatened and endangered species, migratory
birds, and resident wildlife. The management action will result in increased
protection of these natural resources, cultural resources, and water quality.
It will also result in the restoration of refuge habitats, the maintenanece

of current public use programs and facilities, and the development of an
expanded environmental education program.
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Planning Team
USFWS Allyne Askins

I An overriding concern, reflected in
the plan, is that wildlife conservation
assumes first priority in refuge
management. Public uses will be
allowed—where compatible, and if
they do not negatively affect the
fragile flora and fauna of the refuge.
Wildlife-dependent uses such as
environmental education and
interpretation, wildlife observation,
wildlife photography, and fishing will
be the emphasized. Improved
outreach and environmental education
will inform school students, local
citizens, and tourists of the rich

= cultural and natural history and the
need to protect these resources.
Extensive wildlife and plant
inventories, as well as monitoring
programs, will be initiated to develop
the biological information needed to
make management decisions.

4 Resource protection will be increased
through better staffing and outreach.
Partnerships will be improved and

3 developed to increase environmental
awareness and to achieve wildlife and
habitat objectives.

The end result is a set of goals, objectives, and strategies related to key
issues that will guide management of the refuge for the next 10 to 15
years.

Goals, Objectives, and Strategies to Support the Management Action

Four management goals for the refuge were developed from several
workshops held during the scoping process.

® Wildlife and Habitat Manage and conserve the natural diversity,
abundanee, and ecological function of refuge flora and fauna, with an
emphasis on protecting the colonial wading bird rookery of Seahorse
Key, threatened and endangered species, and species of special concern
in the State of Florida.

H Resource Protection Protect natural, cultural, and wilderness resources
of the refuge to ensure their integrity and to fulfill the mission of the
National Wildlife Refuge System.

M Public Use Provide opportunities for environmental education and
interpretation and wildlife-dependent recreation when compatible with
the purpose, mission, and vision of the refuge, provided these activities
will not negatively affect critical or sensitive habitats.

M Partnerships Promote collaboration and partnerships with private citizens
and other agencies to increase research and environmental education
opportunities and to protect the coastal ecosystem.

The goals, objectives, and strategies are the Service’s response to the
issues and concerns expressed by the planning team and the general publie
at the workshops, public meetings, and in the comment packet, and will

be used to implement the management action. These goals, objectives,

and strategies reflect the refuges’s commitment to achieving the missions
of the Service and of the National Wildlife Refuge System; ecosystem
priorities; refuge purposes, mission and vision; and the expressed needs of
the public—provided that necessary funding requirements are met.
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Brown Pelicans
USFWS ©Ken Sourbeer

Wildlife and Habitat
Goal

1. Manage and conserve the natural diversity, abundance, and
ecologieal function of refuge flora and fauna, with an emphasis
on protecting the eolonial wading bird rookery, of Seahorse Key,
threatened and endangered species, and species of speeial eoneern
in the State of Florida.

Objective
1.1 Continue to monitor colonial bird nesting.
Strategies
1.1.1 Conduct colonial bird rookery flight line surveys at
Seahorse Key annually from March through June to

determine species present and to develop population
indices.

1.1.2 Conduct an aerial survey of pelican nests on Seahorse
Key annually to determine the nesting population.

1.1.3 By 2002, develop an unintrusive method to estimate
nesting success.

Objectives

1.2 Continue efforts to reestablish colonial nesting on Snake
Key. Refuge records indicate that Snake Key was the
primary refuge island used by white ibis for nesting prior
to the late 1960s.

Strategies
1.2.1 Continue to remove raccoons (if present)

from the island using snares, live traps, and by
shooting.

1.2.2 Continue to use decoys annually (February through
June) to attraet colonial birds to the island.

1.2.3 By 2002, explore and determine other methods of
restoring nesting bird use to the island.

Objective

1.3 Continue to monitor bald eagle nests.
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Strategies

1.8.1 Conduet annual surveys of eagle nests to determine
nesting success and number of young fledged.

1.8.2 In 2002, locate bald eagle nests using a GPS system.
By 2006, develop an eagle management layer on the
refuge’s GIS data base.

Objective
14 Continue to monitor osprey nesting.

Strategies
1.4.1 Conduect annual surveys of osprey nests on the

refuge to determine nesting success and number of
young fledged.

1.4.2 Annually inspect and evaluate artificial nesting
platforms. Repair, add new platforms, relocate, or
remove platforms depending on use and need.

1.4.3 In 2002, locate all osprey nests and platforms.
Osprey on Platform By 2006, using a GPS system, develop an osprey
USFWS management layer on the refuge’s GIS data base.
Objective
1.5 Identify exotic plant and animal species on the refuge and
develop strategies to eliminate or control them.
Strategy

1.5.1 Continue to actively pursue the elimination of
Brazilian pepper trees from the refuge using the
recommended herbicide.

Objective

1.6 By 2005, develop a list of the flora and fauna present on
the refuge.

Comprehensive Conservation Plan M
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NATIONAL 1.6.1 By 2006, locate flora using a GPS unit to create
A a management layer in the GIS database and to

WILDLIFE : ; .

REFUGE monitor habitat changes over time.

Objective

1.7 Determine the importance of Cedar Keys Refuge to
resident and migratory birds.

Comprehensive i

Conservation Strategies . .

Plan 1.7.1 Continue to conduct the annual Audubon Christmas

bird count.

1.7.2 In 2001, initiate an annual breeding bird survey for
the islands.

1.7.3 1In 2001, initiate a shorebird survey for the islands to
be conducted each spring and fall. Data collected will
be provided to the Manomet Bird Laboratory for the
nationwide shorebird database.

1.74 By 2003, identify necessary feeding and loafing areas
and, if necessary, protect them from
disturbanece through closure.

Objective

1.8 By 2010, conduct a Biological Review. Ideally, this review
would have occurred prior to the initiation of this plan. It
will be necessary, however, to conduct this review prior to
its revision to determine if outlined biological strategies and

Treating Brazilian Pepper the wildlife management plan are resulting in good science

USFWS Ken Litzenberger and sound management practices.

Resource Protection
Goal

2. Protect the natural, cultural, and wilderness resources of the
refuge to ensure their integrity and to fulfill the mission of the
National Wildlife Refuge System.

Objective

2.1 Continue to protect the colonial bird rookery from human
disturbance.

Strategies
2.1.1 Annually, maintain a Closed Area around the island

with a 300-foot buffer zone from Mareh 1 through
June 30.

2.1.2 Continue to conduct regular law enforcement patrols
during the nesting season to enforce the closed area
regulations.

Objectives

22 Protect the bald eagle nests by monitoring disturbance and,
if necessary, close areas around the nests to the public
during the nesting season.

2.3 By 2005, revise and update the refuge’s Law Enforcement
Plan.

Atsena Otie Beach

USFWS 24 Identify lands that will improve resource protection and aid
in fulfilling the mission and purpose of the refuge and seek
funding to acquire those lands.
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CEDAR KEYS Strategy
NATIONAL 2.4.1 By 2006, conduct a Wilderness Review. The
WILDLIFE purpose of a Wilderness Review is to determine

REFUGE

if any additional refuge lands or waters meet the
qualifications of wilderness. Any lands determined
to meet these criteria will then be nominated for
inclusion as wilderness areas.

Comprehensive Objective

Conservation 2.5 Protect refuge cultural resources in accordance with federal
Plan and state historic preservation legislation and regulations.

Strategies

2.5.1 Conduct law enforcement patrols at all known
archaeological sites on a regular basis to inspect for
disturbance and illegal digging and looting.

2.5.2 Maintain historical buildings and sites listed on
the National Historic Register in accordance with
appropriate guidelines.

2.5.3 By 2003, compile a comprehensive literature review
of past archaeologieal, anthropological, and historical
investigations within and near the refuge.

2.5.4 By 2005, produce an annotated bibliography to
document the region’s history.

2.5.5 By 2006, develop a GIS layer for the refuge’s
archaeological and historic sites.

2.5.6 By 2008, procure funding to inventory, analyze,
and curate the archaeological collections from the
1990s excavations of three shell middens located on
Seahorse Key.

2.5.7 By 2010, develop and implement a plan to protect
identified archaeological sites in consultation with the
Regional Archaeologist, State Historic Preservation
Office, Native Ameriean tribes and the professional
archaeological community. (Resource Project 6)

Seahorse Key Lighthouse
USFWS
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CEDAR KEYS Public Use
NATIONAL Goal

WILDLIFE 3. Provide opportunities for environmental education and

REFUGE interpretation and wildlife-dependent recreation when compatible
with the purpose, mission, and vision of the refuge, provided these
activities will not negatively affect critical or sensitive habitats.

Objecti
Comprehensive jective

. 3.1 Maintain and expand partnerships with the Suwannee
Conservation

River Water Management District, local government,

Plan and interested organizations to promote and provide
interpretation and wildlife-dependent recreation on Atsena
Otie Key.

Strategies

3.1.1 Continue, in partnership with Cedar Key Historic
Society, to identify historic features of the island and
develop outreach materials to interpret them,

3.1.2 Maintain existing interpretive kiosk and panels, trail,
and restroom to ensure visitor safety and comfort.

3.1.3 By 2004, develop interpretive materials for the
natural and cultural features of the island. (Resource
Project 7)

Objective

3.2 BExpand partnership with University of Florida to promote
environmental education and outreach to 2,000 students
annually.

Strategies

3.2.1 Continue to hold annual open house tours of the
lighthouse and surrounding facilities.

Bird Watching at Cedar Keys . . .
USFWS Ken, Litzenberger 3.2.2 By 2005, develop an interpretive video about the

refuge to be viewed by user groups of the Marine
Laboratory.

Objective

3.3 Expand partnership with the Levy County School District
for educational opportunities on the refuge.

Strategies

3.3.1 By 2002, develop at least three refuge specific lesson
plans on wetlands and wetland species for local school
teachers and community organizations.

3.3.2 By 2003, become more involved with the
Interdisciplinary Watershed Education Program by
providing refuge projects and programs for the
students.

3.3.3 By 2004, develop teacher workshop materials and
host a teacher workshop at the marine laboratory and
lighthouse of Seahorse Key.

3.3.4 By 2005, become an active partner with the Levy
County School District, the University of Florida,
and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission’s Cedar Key Marine Lab in the
development of a Marine Environmental Education
Center in Cedar Key. (Resource Project 5)
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CEDAR KEYS Objective

NATIONAL 34  Provide wildlife observation, interpretation, and
WILDLIFE photography opportunities throughout the year for 30,000
REFUGE visitors annually, while protecting important coastal habitat
and water quality.
Strategies

3.4.1 Continue partnership with Levy County Board of
) Commissioners and the Suwannee River Water
Conservation Management District to provide interpretive

Plan materials which are located on the county-owned
dock in Cedar Key.

Comprehensive

3.4.2 Continue to maintain and update refuge brochures
and web pages to provide the most up-to-date and
accurate information possible.

3.4.3 1In 2001, develop a “F'riends of the Refuge” group
and expand the volunteer program to assist with
educational and outreach efforts.

3.4.4 By 2002, develop and provide interpretive materials
about the refuge to marinas and commercial boat
tour and boat rental operations. This will better
inform 10,000 visitors annually about the role of the
refuge in the coastal ecosystem.

3.4.5 By 2002, identify site for visitor center for
Cedar Keys and Lower Suwannee National Wildlife
Refuges that would provide both indoor and outdoor
; : environmental education classrooms and display
National Wildlife Refuge Week Canoe Tour space. (Resource Project 2)

USFWS
Partnerships
Goal
4. Promote collaboration and partnerships with private citizens and
other agencies to increase research and environmental education
opportunities and to protect the coastal ecosystem.
Objectives

4.1 Continue to seek additional contacts with the University of
Florida, Departments of Zoology and Wildlife Ecology to
expand refuge-based research. (Resource Projects 3, 4, & 8)

4.2 By 2002, through cooperation with the University of
Florida Marine Research Lab, identify and secure funding
for research projects that will aid in the protection and
management of trust resources on and around Cedar Keys.
(Resource Project 4)

4.3 By 2003, develop and submit a grant to the National Fish
and Wildlife Foundation and a matching cooperator for an
outreach or educational project.

44 Seek mutual cooperation with recognized Native American
tribes in Florida to protect Native American sites on the
refuge.

4.5 By 2003, negotiate and implement a long-term
archaeological research agreement with the Department of
Anthropology at the University of Florida and the Museum
of Natural History.
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Dock Panels
USFWS Allyne Askins

Fishing
USFWS Ken Litzenberger
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Partnerships

A key component to implementing this comprehensive conservation

plan is the establishment, development, and expansion of partnerships.
Signifieant existing partnerships that have improved the refuge include
the University of Florida, Suwannee River Water Management Distriet,
Levy County Board of County Commissioners, and Cedar Key Chamber of
Commerce. Local organizations that have contributed to the operation of
the refuge include Cedar Key Historical Society, Cedar Key Garden Club,
and The Nature Coast Conservaney. In addition, private individuals who
volunteer to assist with various projects have been and will continue

to be an important partnership factor. Personal contacts and working
relations have been established with other organizations ineluding Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s Cedar Key Marine Research
Laboratory, Cedar Key Schools, Levy County School Distriet, and Cedar
Key Town Commissioners.

Partnerships with state environmental agencies, local educational agencies,
and local eitizens—if strengthened—have the greatest potential to benefit
refuge resources. Research, biological, and environmental monitoring
programs will be strengthened through closer partnerships with

the Suwannee River Water Management District, the University of
Florida and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.
Environmental education and greater ecologieal
awareness will be improved through expanded
partnerships with the University of Florida, the Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, and the
Levy County School District. The limiting factors to
educational and biological partnerships are the lack of
funding and staffing to nurture these programs.

Many other agencies and organizations exist at the
local, regional, and state level that have or can
contribute to the refuge through partnerships. The
number of partnerships generated is limited only by
our imagination and the level of commitment by the
Service.

Annual Work Plans

Future annual work plans will be developed to
reflect the priorities and intent of this comprehensive
conservation plan. When diseretionary funding and staff are available,
these work plans will be used to implement components of the
comprehensive eonservation plan.

Step-Down Management Plans

This comprehensive conservation plan provides coneeptual guidance

for potential future expansion, management, and development of the
refuge. Step-down management plans are individual and subject-specific.
Examples of step-down plans are fire, forestry, and hunting. The

refuge’s approved step-down plans are listed below. Before implementing
strategies and projects, some of these specific plans may need revisions
while others will need to be developed.

Approved Plans

WAircraft Pre-Accident Plan and Hazard Map Aireraft are used for fire control,
habitat monitoring and biological surveys. The objective of this plan is to
outline general procedures to be followed during routine flights and flight
emergencies. (Revised 5/6/94).
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mContinuity of Operations Plan It is important to maintain the capability to
perform essential activities and functions under all circumstances and
situations, including human-caused, natural, technological, and national
security emergencies that may occur with or without notice. This plan
identifies functions necessary for safety and the continuity of operations.
(Written 8/10/98)

HFire Management The purpose of the Fiire Management Plan is to provide
objectives and guidelines for managing refuge habitat. The plan provides
a detailed program of action to implement fire management policies
and objectives in accordance with the Fire Management Preparedness
Handbook (621 FW). The Fire Management Plan for Cedar Keys Refuge
is incorporated in the Lower Suwannee Refuge plan. (Approved 1/8/97)

W Hurricane The objective of this plan is to outline general procedures to be
followed during and after hurricanes which may occur on or near Lower
Suwannee and Cedar Keys Refuges. (Approved 12/17/90)

W Pest Control The purpose of this plan is to identify methods to reduce
or eliminate raccoons on Snake Key in an effort to restore the island to
colonial nesting birds. It was revised in January 2000. (Approved 5/21/93)

Approved Plans, Scheduled for Revisions

m Law Enforcement This plan is incorporated in the plan for Lower
Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge. Its purpose is to provide refuge
staff with a ready reference to Service, regional and state policies,
procedures, and programs concerning refuge law enforcement activities.
The present plan was approved on March 29, 1988, and is outdated. It
will be revised by 2005.

WVisitor Services Management Plan (Public Use Management Plan) The
purpose of the Public Use Management Plan, now referred to as the
Visitor Services Management Plan, is to outline strategies to accomplish
the refuge’s public use goals without compromising the original purpose
for which the refuge was established. The refuge’s plan is incorporated
in the plan for Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge (Approved
1/7/86). It will need to be revised in the year 2003.

M Fishing The purpose of the Fishing Plan is to identify public fishing
opportunities on the refuge. It was approved on 1/8/85. To be revised by
2001, it will be incorporated in the Visitor Services Management Plan.

m Wildlife Management Plan (Wildlife Inventory Plan) The purpose of the
Wildlife Inventory Plan is to establish which species to inventory,
standard techniques for conduecting the inventories, and projected costs
(Approved 4/21/86). This plan is now obsolete. A Wildlife Management
Plan will be written to replace this plan. This project is to be completed
by 2004.

Needed Plans or Reviews

mCultural Resource Management Plan The purpose of this plan will be
to clearly delineate the historie preservation process for the refuge,
develop strategies to identify and assess the refuge’s historie properties,
identify appropriate site protection measures, and identify current and
potential partners. The plan shall be in place by 2010.

EBiological Review Ideally, this review would have occurred prior to the
initiation of this comprehensive conservation plan. It will be necessary
to conduct a Biological Review prior to revision of the plan to determine
if biological strategies outlined in both it and the Wildlife Management
Plan are resulting in good seience and sound management practices. This
review should oceur by 2010.

mWilderness Review The purpose of a Wilderness Review is to determine
if any additional refuge lands or waters meet the characteristics of
wilderness. Any lands determined to meet these criteria will then be
nominated for inclusion as wilderness areas. The Wilderness Review will
be conducted by 2006.
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Funding and Staffing

Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge has no staff and receives no funding.
All protection, management, biological monitoring, and public outreach are
accomplished with funds and staff from Lower Suwannee National Wildlife
Refuge, when those resources are available. Cedar Keys Refuge is small
and does not require a large staff, but its natural and cultural resources are
important, and use of the refuge’s pristine beaches and natural maritime
forests by the public is increasing. In 1970, there were an estimated 900
visitors to the refuge and 600 of them were associated with the University
of Florida’s use of the marine science laboratory on Seahorse Key. In

1980, there were 2,800 visitors to the refuge and in 1999, there were
approximately 30,000 visitors. To meet this growth and to properly manage
and protect these resources, Cedar Keys Refuge must receive funding and
staff.

Biological monitoring, research, and coordination with other resource-
research-oriented agencies, as outlined in the objectives under goal
number one of this plan, can only be accomplished by having a full-time
biologist position to oversee the biological program of Cedar Keys Refuge.
Concerning environmental education and outreach, only minimal efforts
will be made unless a person dedicated full time to nurture these programs
is hired. This person would have dual responsibilities for both Lower
Suwannee and Cedar Keys Refuges. Tremendous potential exists for
programs with local and state partners as well as outreach to many

visitors if an outdoor recreation planner/environmental education specialist
is hired. In addition to the biologist and outreach positions, a technician

is necessary to maintain facilities, signs, and equipment; conduct law
enforcement patrol for protection of resources and visitors; and to assist
with biological monitoring efforts. The secondary assistant refuge manager,
or refuge operations specialist, stationed at Lower Suwannee Refuge for
the purpose of career development, will be given the responsibility of
overseeing daily operations of Cedar Keys Refuge. A minimum of three
staff people and appropriate operational funding is needed in order to
complete the objectives and strategies of this plan.

Funding can come through a variety of internal and external sources.
Refuge maintenance and operation funds should be allocated. The Service
also needs to explore ways to leverage dollars through new and innovative
matehing grant programs with public and private sources. Without funding,
the refuge will continue to operate at its present minimal level with the
Service being unable to meet its mandates to protect natural resources and
provide public use.

Resource Projects

Several resource projects directly support the refuge’s goals and
objectives. They do not necessarily fit under one particular goal, but rather
support several goals.

Project 1

Initial Base Funding Base funding is needed to employ personnel and
cover normal, routine expenses. Three new staff positions and their
connection to refuge goals are identified in the funding and staffing section
of this plan. These positions will require equipment and transportation and
will increase utility expenses (fuel, electricity, telephone). The estimated
initial cost for these three full-time positions including salary, benefits,
equipment, and operation needs is approximately $300,000. The recurring
annual cost will be approximately $250,000.
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White lbis
USFWS ©Bruce Colin

Project 2

Administrative Facilities, Visitor Services, and Education Center
Construetion of a headquarter’s facility is needed to include a visitor center
with interpretive displays, exhibits, and book store; an environmental
eduecation classroom; a large conference room; and six administrative
offices. This facility will be in a location that supports both Cedar Keys
and Lower Suwannee Refuges and serves a large number of visitors. The
estimated construction cost is $2,000,000.

In lieu of a visitor center, a smaller administrative office and visitor contact
station could be constructed. This facility could still support both refuges
and have space enough for minor exhibits and a meeting room. The cost
for the project will be approximately $400,000. (The costs associated with
either facility are identified in the projects listed in the Lower Suwannee
National Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Conservation Plan and do not
represent additional funding needs.)

Project3

Study of Mercury Contamination at Seahorse Key Compared with Other
Rookeries in Florida In 1998, the Seahorse Key colonial bird rookery

was used as the control site in a comparison of contaminated sites to
distinguish the effect of mercury on juvenile survival, as well as to
determine the relative importance of mercury in the egg and mercury
acquired through food as a nestling. Surprisingly, mercury levels in white
ibis and great egret chicks at Seahorse Key were found to be some of

the highest in the state. In 1999, the statewide sample was not collected,
but the sample at Seahorse Key was continued in an effort to determine
the source of the mercury concentration. Mercury levels in 1999 were
approximately 63 percent lower than in the previous year. Researchers
also conducted following flights to identify where the adult birds were
feeding. The data suggest that most birds are feeding in salt marshes.
Traditionally, the birds used predominantly freshwater areas for feeding.
However, during the 1999 survey the area experienced drought conditions
and fresh water was limited. This study will continue the research to
determine where the birds from the rookery are foraging and if the
source of mercury is from the freshwater wetlands where they forage. The
approximate cost of this project is $50,000.

Project4

Amphibian and Reptile Population Dynamics Refuge islands support
healthy amphibian and reptile populations, including high densities of
venomous snakes. Due to habitat conditions on the islands, the lack of
standing fresh water, and dependence on colonial birds for food, these
populations and their dynamies and relationships to avian use need to be
assessed. An extension of this study will be the mercury contamination
study of project number 3. The snakes feed on eggs, young birds, and
dropped food that adult birds bring to the nest for their young. The
mercury levels of the birds should be reflected in the snakes. The
University of Florida is interested in this research and will provide
professors and students as principal investigators. The research will take
2-3 years to complete at an estimated cost of $120,000.

Project5

Develop Education Facilities Comments from the public during the
scoping process clearly indicated the need for and support of improved
environmental education opportunities. The refuge is part of the Aquatic
Education Advisory Committee in Cedar Key with Florida’s Marine
Research facility, the University of Florida, and Levy County Schools.
This committee has identified the need for an outdoor classroom facility
in Cedar Key, off refuge property. Ideally, it could be located next to

the state’s research facility, and include a pole shed type structure with
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CEDAR KEYS running water, electricity, wet and dry diagnostic tanks; and facilities
NATIONAL for lodging and feeding the students. These facilities could serve sechool
WILDLIFE children of all ages, not only in the tri-county area, but throughout the
REFUGE state. The Service’s share of the cost is estimated at $100,000.

Project 6

Archaeological and Historical Survey A comprehensive archaeological
survey of the refuge should be conducted. A portion of the Cedar Keys
Historic and Archaeological District, listed on the National Register
of Historic Places, is on the refuge. Included in the district are a

Plan number of Native American sites, many dated between 500 B.C. and
12 A.D.; the town of Atsena Otie Key; the Seahorse Key Lighthouse;
and several Native American and historie period cemeteries. This
project is critical to identifying, mapping, protecting, and interpreting
the refuge’s cultural resources. The estimated cost is $200,000

and is included in the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge
Comprehensive Conservation Plan.

Comprehensive
Conservation

Project?7

Atsena Otie Key Enhancements Depending on the tides, the deck of
the public dock at Atsena Otie Key is 6 to 8 feet above the water. In
order to improve visitor safety, hand rails need to be constructed on
both sides of the 400-foot-long dock. In 1999, a kiosk was constructed
on Atsena Otie Key. It provides general information about Cedar Keys
National Wildlife Refuge and its history. Additional information panels
are needed along the trail and a map panel is needed at the kiosk.
Interpretive panels will improve the visitor experience and provide
information about the natural and cultural resources. The estimated
cost, for this project is $20,000.

Project 8

Sea Turtle Population Use The near shore habitat along the north-
central Gulf coast of Florida is important summering grounds for three
sea turtle species: loggerhead, green, and Kemp’s ridley. The Kemp’s
ridley sea turtle is the most endangered of the seven extant marine
turtle species. Grassbed, channel, and flats habitats are important
feeding areas for all three species. Such habitat in the Suwannee Sound
including miles of refuge coastline, may be eritical to survival of the
Kemp’s ridley. This study will inventory sea turtles, determine relative
abundance, identify patterns of habitat use, and determine seasonal use.
The estimated cost for the study is $50,000.

2

Table 3. Funding Needs for Special Resource Projects of Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge

1. Initial Base Funding $300,000 $250,000

cal Study.

1. Atsena Otie Key Enhancements

! Project shared with Lower Suwannee Refuge; funding was identified in the Lower
Suwannee Refuge Resource Project Funding Table.
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CEDAR KEYS Volunteers

NATIONAL Volunteer assistance to the refuge continues to be stable. The number
WILDLIFE of volunteers is low, but those individuals who do volunteer have made

REFUGE

substantial contributions to the refuge. Students, local organizations, and
retired individuals have provided volunteer assistance. However, many
opportunities exist through the implementation of this comprehensive
conservation plan and through staffing to greatly expand volunteer
Comprehensive involvement. The formation of an official, registered “Friends Group” for

) Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges will provide
Conservation a source for recruiting interested citizens, developing meaningful projects
Plan for volunteers, and accomplishing refuge goals and objectives.

Monitoring and Evaluation

As indicated throughout this comprehensive conservation plan, the
importance of monitoring flora and fauna and evaluating the effects of
visitor use is eritical to obtaining the stated goals and objectives. This
plan will be augmented by revised, step-down management plans that will
address specific types of monitoring and targeted species. Every 5 years
the plan will be reviewed to document progress and reassess direction.
Public involvement in evaluating progress and implementation will be
encouraged.

Since Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is a collection of small
coastal islands with limited resources, monitoring is very important and
achievable. Although not all inclusive, monitoring priorities include:

¥ colonial bird rookery

B neotropical bird use

B predation

W exotic species control

E natural vegetative communities
B aquatic grass beds

B water quality

W public use and impacts

H cultural resources

Brazilian Pepper
USFWS ©Ken Litzenberger
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Legal Mandates

LEGAL POLICY AND ADMINSTRATIVE GUIDELINES

This section outlines current legal, policy, and administrative guidelines
for the management of national wildlife refuges. It begins with the more
general considerations such as laws and Executive Orders for the Service,
and moves toward those guidelines that apply specifically to the Lower
Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges.

This unit also includes sections dealing with specially designated sites such
as historical landmarks and archaeological sites, all of which carry with
them specific direction by law and/or policy. In addition, consideration is
given to guidance prompted by other formal and informal natural resource
planning and research efforts.

All the legal, policy, and administrative guidelines provide the framework
within which management activities are proposed and developed. These
guidances also provide the framework for the enhancement of cooperation
between the two refuges and other surrounding jurisdietions in the
ecosystem.

Administration of the refuges takes into account a myriad of bills passed
by the United States Congress and signed into law by the President of
the United States. These statutes are considered to be the law of the land
as are Executive Orders promulgated by the President. The following is
a list of most of the pertinent statutes establishing legal parameters and
policy direction to the National Wildlife Refuge System. For those laws
that provide special guidance and have strong implications relevant to the
Service or the refuges, legal summaries are also included. Many of the
summaries have been taken from The Evolution of National Wildlife Law
by Michael J. Bean.! For the bulk of applicable laws and other mandates,
legal summaries are available upon request.

Congressional Acts, Treaties, and other Legal Acts that Relate to
Administration of the National Wildlife Refuge System:

1. Lacey Act of 1900, as amended (16 U.S.C. 701).

2. Antiquities Act of 1906 (16 U.S.C. 431).

3. Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 (16 U.S.C. 703-711) and 1978
(40 Stat. 755).

4. Migratory Bird Conservation Act, (1929) as amended. (16 U.S.C.
715-715s).

Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of 1934, (U.S.C 718-718h).

Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act, (1934) as amended (16 U.S.C.
661-666).

7. Historie Sites Act of 1935 (16 U.S.C. 461).

1 Bean, Michael J., 1983. The Evolution of National Wildlife Law, Praeger Publishers, New
York.
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Lower Suwannee-Cedar Keys

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22,

23.

24.

25.

26.

27,

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

Convention Between the United States of America and the
Mexican States for the Protection of Migratory Birds and Game
Mammals, (1936) (50 Sta. 1311).

Convention of Nature Protection and Wildlife Preservation in the
Western Hemisphere, 1940 (56 Stat. 1354).

Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956, as amended (16 U.S.C. 742-742j).
Refuge Recreation Act, as amended, (Public Law 87-714.76 Sta.
653; 16 U.S.C. 460k-4) September 28, 1962.

Refuge Revenue Sharing Act of 1964, (16 U.S.C. 715s) as amended
(P.L. 95-469, approved 10-17-78).

Land and Water Conservation Fund Act of 1965, as amended (16
U.S.C. 460L-4 to 460L-11), and as amended through 1987.

National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Aet of 1966 (16
U.8.C. 668dd-668¢e).

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (16 U.S.C. 470).

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended
(42 U.S8.C. 4321-4347).

Protection and Enhancement of Environmental Quality Executive
Order of 1970 (Executive Order 11514, dated March 5, 1970).

Environmental Education Aet of 1975 (20 U.S.C. 1531-1536).

Use of Off-Road Vehicles on the Public Lands Executive Order of
1972, as amended (Executive Order 11644, dated February 8, 1972,
as amended by Executive Order 11989, dated May 24, 1977).

Endangered Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S.C. 1531-1543 87 Stat. 884)
P.L. 93-205). The Endangered Species Act as amended by Public
Law 97-304, The Endangered Species Act Amendments of 1982,
dated February 1983.

Floodplain Management Executive Order of 1977 (Executive
Order 11988, dated May 24, 1977). Wetlands Preservation
Executive Order of 1977 (Executive Order 11988, dated May 24,
1977).

The Archaeological Resource Protection Act of 1979 (P.L. 96-95, 93
Sta. 721, dated October 1979). (16 U.S.C. 470aa - 47011).

Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act of 1980 (P.L. 96-366, dated
September 29, 1980). (“Nongame Act”) (16 U.S.C. 2901-2911; 94
Stat. 1322).

Administrative Procedures Act (5 U.S.C. 551-559, 701-706, 1305,
3105, 3344, 4301, 5362, 7521; 60 Stat. 237), as amended (P.L. 79-404,
as amended).

Bald Eagle Protection Act of 1940 (16 U.S.C. 668-668d; 54 Stat.),
as amended.

Canadian United States Migratory Bird Treaty (Convention
Between the United States and Great Britain (for Canada for the
Protection of Migratory Birds. (39 Stat. 1702; TS 628), as amended.

Clean Air Act (42 U.S.C. 1857-1857f; 69 Stat. 322), as amended.

Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially as
Waterfowl Habitats (I.LL.M. 11:963-976, September 1972).

Cooperative Research and Training Units Aet (16 U.S.C.
753a-753b, 74 Stat. 733), as amended. P.L. 86-686).

Federal Aid in Fish Restoration Aet (16 U.S.C. 777-777k, 64 Stat.
430).

Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act (16 U.S.C. 669-669i; 50
Stat. 917), as amended.

Federal Environmental Pesticide Control Act of 1972 (7 U.S.C.
136-136y; 86 Stat. 975), as amended.
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33. Federal Land Policy Management Act of 1976 (43 U.S.C.
1701-1771, and other U.S.C. sections; 90 Stat. 2743). Public Law
94-579, October 1976.

34. Federal Property and Administrative Services Act of 1949 (40
U.S.C. 471-5635, and other U.S.C. sections; 63 Stat. 378), as
amended.

35. Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972 (33
U.S.C. 1251-1265, 1281-1292, 1311-1328, 1341-1345, 1361-1376, and
other U.S.C. titles; 86 Stat. 816), as amended.

36. Fish and Wildlife Improvement Act of 1978 (16 U.S.C. 7421; 92
Stat. 3110) P.L. 95-616, November 1978.

37. Flood Control Act of 1944 (16 U.S.C. 460d, 825s and various
sections of title 33 and 43 U.S.C.; 58 Stat. 887), as amended and
supplemented.

38. Freedom of Information Act (5 U.S.C. 552; 88 Stat. 1561).
39. Refuge Trespass Act (18 U.S.C. 41; Stat 686).

40. Transfer of Certain Real Property for Wildlife Conservation
Purposes Act of May 1948, (16 U.S.C. 667b-667d; 62 Stat. 240), as
amended.

41. Water Resources Planning Act (42 U.S.C., 1962-1962a-3; 79 Stat.
244), as amended.

42, Waterfowl Depredations Prevention Act (7 U.S.C. 442-445; T0Stat.
492), as amended.

43. Clean Water Act of 1972, Section 404.
44, The Food Security Act of 1985 (Farm Bill).
45. Native American Graves protection and Repatriation Act of 1990

46. Management and General Public Use of the National Wildlife
Refuge System (Executive Order 12996, April 1996). This
Fxecutive Order redefines the mission of the National Wildlife
Refuge System and sets out four guiding principles for the
management and general public use of the system.

47, National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 (H.R.
1420, 105th Congress). This law is the first “organic” act for the
National Wildlife Refuge System. The Act amends portions of
the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act and the
Refuge Recreation Act, and reiterates into law Executive Order
12996.

Service-Wide Policy Directions

Since the early 1900s, the Service mission and purpose have evolved,
while adhering to a fundamental national commitment to threatened and
endangered wildlife ranging from the endangered bison to migratory
birds of all types. The earliest national wildlife refuges and preserves are
examples of this. Pelican Island National Wildlife Refuge, the first refuge,
was established in 1903 for the protection of colonial nesting birds such as
the snowy egret and the endangered brown pelican. The National Bison
Range was instituted for the endangered bison in 1906. Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge was established in Oregon in 1908 to benefit all migratory
birds with emphasis on colonial nesting species on Malheur Lake. It was
not until the 1930s that the focus of refuge programs began to shift toward
protection of migratory waterfowl (i.e., ducks and geese). As a result of
drought conditions in the 1930s, waterfowl populations became severely
depleted. The special emphasis of the Service (then called the Bureau of
Sport Fisheries and Wildlife) during the next several decades was on the
restoration of eritically depleted migratory waterfowl populations.

The passage of the Endangered Species Act of 1973 refocused the activities
of the Service as well as other governmental agencies. This Act mandated
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the conservation of threatened and endangered species of fish, wildlife, and
plants, both through federal action and by encouraging the establishment
of state programs. In the late 1970s, the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and
Wildlife was renamed the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to broaden

its seope of wildlife conservation responsibilities to include endangered
species, as well as game and nongame species. A myriad of other
conservation-oriented laws followed, including the Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Act of 1980, which emphasized the conservation of nongame
species.

Until recently, the Service had no “organic” act to focus upon for the
purposes of generating an agency mission. The ageney mission has always
been derived in consideration of the various laws (as listed in Section 2 of
this Unit) and treaties that collectively outlined publie policy concerning
wildlife conservation. The Department of the Interior Manual states:

“The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is responsible for conserving,
enhancing, and protecting fish and wildlife and their habitats for the
continuing benefit of people through Federal programs relating to wild
birds, endangered species, certain marine mammals, inland sport fisheries,
and specific fishery and wildlife research activities.”?

The National Wildlife Refuge System is the only existing system of
federally owned lands managed chiefly for the conservation of wildlife. The
System mission is a derivative of the Service mission. This mission was
most recently revised by the President of the United States in Executive
Order 12996 to reflect the importance of conserving natural resources for
the benefit of present and future generations of people. The Executive
Order states:

“The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System is to preserve

a national network of lands and waters for the conservation and
management of fish, wildlife, and plant resources of the United States for
the benefit of present and future generations.”

The Executive Order continues by specifying broad guiding principles
describing a level of responsibility and coneern for the nation’s wildlife
resources for the ultimate benefit of the people. These principles are as
follows:

Public Use: The refuge system provides important opportunities for
compatible wildlife-dependent recreational activities involving hunting,
fishing, wildlife observation and photography, and environmental education
and interpretation.

Habitat: Fish and wildlife will not prosper without high-quality habitat,
and without fish and wildlife, traditional uses of refuges cannot be
sustained. The refuge system will continue to conserve and enhance the
quality and diversity of fish and wildlife habitat within refuges.

Partnerships: America’s sportsmen were the first partners who insisted on
protecting valuable wildlife habitat within wildlife refuges. Conservation
partnerships with other federal agencies, state agencies, tribes,
organizations, industry, and the general public can make significant
contributions to the growth and management of the Refuge System.

Public Involvement: The public should be given a full and open opportunity

to participate in decisions regarding acquisition and management of our
national wildlife refuges.

% Departmental Manual 142 DM 1.1.
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The Public Involvement Process

The scoping process concerning the future management of the Lower
Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges consisted of two
meetings, two stakeholder workshops, and a comment packet. The first public
scoping meeting was held on July 27, 1999. The participants (24) were invited
as potential members of the comprehensive conservation plan stakeholders’
team. The second public scoping meeting on September 21, 1999, was widely
advertised and the participants (approximately 40) represented user groups
and the general public. The scoping meeting goals were to:

mPresent background information about the National Wildlife Refuge
System and about the Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National
Wildlife Refuges, in particular;

mPresent the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System to the
participating public;

MPresent the planning process required to develop the comprehensive
conservation plan; and

MProvide opportunities for the public to share their thoughts about the
refuge by sharing comments at the scoping meeting and by returning an
individual comment sheet.

During the welecoming comments, the refuge managers presented a
thorough and engaging overview of the refuges and the comprehensive
conservation planning process. These presentations included a video on
the National Wildlife Refuge System entitled, “America’s National Wildlife
Refuge System, Where Wildlife Comes First,” and a slide presentation

on both Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges.
Comment sheets on which participants could individually respond to key
issues concerning the future management of the refuges were passed out
and explained. The refuge managers asked for the comment sheets to be
returned by October 21, 1999.

After the presentations, the facilitator asked the participants to work

in self-selected sub-groups. Three sub-groups were formed (at both
meetings) and each group met for 50 minutes discussing the future
management of the refuges. Each sub-group selected a recorder who wrote
the major comments of each individual.

Attachment One is a summary of the major issues and concerns raised in
both meetings. Attachment Two presents the unedited easel paper notes
from the meeting on September 21, 1999, and Attachment Three contains
the notes from the July 27, 1999, meeting. Since there was no attempt

in the sub-groups to create consensus suggestions, some of the comments
generated in the sub-groups were diametrically opposed to each other.
During the final comments, participants appreciated the chance to hear
the comments of others. Also during the scoping process, two stakeholder
workshops were held. The first workshop was held on August 12,

1999, with 26 participants representing the following groups: Fish and
Wildlife Service; Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission;
Florida Department of Environmental Protection; Florida’s Nature Coast
Conservancy; Save Our Suwannee; Cedar Key Garden Club; University

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 57




Monitoring the impacts of public use will be acecomplished through
biological and habitat management programs. For example, an
eagle’s nest is located on North Key. The beaches of this island
are open year round and the nest is located near the beach. If

The Public beach use (including wildlife observation, wildlife photography,
Involvement and fishing) disturbs the nesting pair, then the area around the
Process eagle’s nest would be closed during the nesting season to ensure
that wildlife use of the area has first priority.

WH5  Management activities should preserve and restore refuge
ecosystems.

APPENDIX B

Many of the lands acquired to establish Lower Suwannee National
Wildlife Refuge were severely degraded or were intensively
altered by land use practices. Thousands of acres of longleaf,
native slash, and scattered loblolly pines were cut and replanted
with genetically improved slash pine in plantations that were
harvested on a 16- to 20-year rotation. In addition, thousands

of acres of mixed pine/hardwood stands were converted to slash
pine plantations. Intensive site preparation, which altered

the understory vegetation, was needed to make these sites
suitable for pine trees. Additionally, an extensive network

of roads and ditches was developed to facilitate timber
management. Finally, most of the forested land in the

swamps and bottoms is second or third generation; there

are only a few remnant stands of old growth timber.

The objectives and strategies listed under the habitat
management goal outline a plan to restore native ecosystems.
Strategies identified include reforestation with longleaf pine and
wiregrass, silvicultural thinnings to reduce stand density and
create more natural forest conditions, and preseribed fire to
reduce woody stems and promote herbaceous understories which
were historically present. The Forest Management Plan will
address hardwood silvicultural management concerns as well.

Management of refuge habitats on Cedar Keys National Wildlife
Refuge is opposite to management of Lower Suwannee National
Wildlife Refuge. Cedar Keys Refuge has been protected from
development since 1929, and four of the islands are designated
as Wilderness Areas. Refuge habitats are pristine and for

the most part, unaltered. With the exception of exotic plant
removal, management of the islands has been “hands off.”

The comprehensive conservation plans outline strategies for
preserving these delicate coastal ecosystems without using
intensive management techniques.

Public Use

PU1-LS Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge should continue
to provide the public with compatible econsumptive and non-
consumptive uses and aceess in a2 manner that minimizes conflicts
between user groups and does not significantly impact habitat.

The comprehensive conservation plan specifically addresses this
need by clustering public use areas and by establishing non-
hunting areas in both counties. One of the major concerns
expressed by user groups was safety during the hunting season.
Currently, the Shell Mound and River Trail areas in Levy County
are closed to hunting. These areas are used by an estimated 60,000
visitors a year. The plan proposes closing the Shired Island and
Fishbone Creek areas in Dixie County. These areas contain 194
and 58 acres of uplands, respectively, but are mainly characterized
as coastal marsh. An estimated 40,000 visitors annually use these
two areas. A portion (16 acres) of the Fishbone Creek area
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PU2-LS

PU3-LS

is leased to Dixie County Schools for environmental education.
Additionally, Resource Project No. 10 calls for the establishment
of environmental education facilities (e.g., pole shed, picnic tables,
and restrooms) to be located in this area. Closing this area to
hunting would ensure public safety and would minimize conflicts
between user groups. Approximately 85,000 acres of suitable
habitat will remain open to hunting. The remaining acreage is
comprised of marsh and the closed areas referenced above.

Hunter groups requested better management and access for
hunting activities on Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge.

As discussed above, approximately 35,000 acres of refuge habitats
are open to hunting. To provide access to these areas, the refuge
maintains 50 miles of improved limerock roads for public vehicle
traffic and an additional 50 miles of secondary roads, which

are open to bicycle and foot traffic. The public may also

access the refuge via boat from the Suwannee River and

its many creeks. Refuge staff believe that this extensive

network of roads and river entry provide adequate access
opportunities for hunters as well as other user groups.

A few hunters requested access to the refuge via 3- or 4-wheelers.
A majority of the public, however, opposed this type of access.
When the refuge was established, this activity was found to

be an incompatible use. Further, hunters may access the refuge

by automobile on primary refuge roads, by foot or bicycle on
secondary refuge roads, or by boat from the river. Current hunting
regulations provide for special all-terrain vehicle access by
mobility impaired hunters. Those hunters that meet the criteria of
“mobility impaired” can apply for a Special Use Permit that allows
all-terrain vehicle use within designated areas of the refuge.

Hunter groups suggested that the hunting experience could

be improved, as well as the overall game species health,

by establishing food plots. Many hunters believed that game
populations are low on the refuge because inadequate forage

is available. While refuge managers support improving habitat
conditions for all wildlife species, they do not support the
establishment of food plots. The first concern of refuge
management is safety. It is the staff’s opinion that hunters

would be concentrated at food plots, thus increasing the risk

of a hunting accident. Additionally, staff believe that habitat
management techniques currently employed; e.g., forest thinnings
and prescribed fire, stimulate growth of grasses and forbs, offering
native forage. In the book entitled “Wildlife Management” Yarrow
and Yarrow (1999), it states “Native foods should be inventoried,
evaluated, and managed before investing in wildlife food plantings.
In most cases, managing existing native wildlife plants constitutes
a more practical and cost effective method of enhancing wildlife
habitat.” Therefore, the staff feels it should inventory and evaluate
what ig present before establishing food plots. Finally, hunter bag
reports are consistent from year-to-year and deer analyzed by the
Southeastern Cooperative Disease Study Unit are healthy.

Other user groups requested more opportunities for passive
recreational uses on Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge.

There are six priority uses on national wildlife refuges as defined
by the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act (1997):
hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, wildlife photography, and
environmental education and interpretation. Of these, wildlife
observation, wildlife photography, and interpretation would be
considered passive recreational opportunities. As mentioned
previously, Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge has
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clustered public use areas in each county. At Shell Mound, 2 short
walking trails and a 400-foot boardwalk are available. The River
Trail is a 43-mile trail with a 400-foot boardwalk and observation
platform on the Suwannee River. In Dixie County, 4 public use
areas have been established. At Salt Creek, there is a boardwalk
overlooking the salt marsh. Connecting Salt Creek and Shired
Island, the Dixie Mainline Trail is a 9-mile driving, bicycle, or
foot trail. Spectacular views can be seen from the observation
platform on Fishbone Creek. Finally, on Shired Island and

at the end of the Duck Pond Road, 3 short walking trails

offer views of a small beach, coastal island habitat, and a

natural pine forest, respectively. All of these facilities offer
opportunities for passive recreation.

In the comprehensive conservation plan, several new public

use facilities would be constructed and the areas mentioned
above would be enhanced. The trails at Shell Mound would be
marked with interpretive panels. At Dennis Creek, an observation
platform would be constructed to offer marsh views. On the

Levy County Loop Road, an observation platform would offer
observers an opportunity to view an interior freshwater marsh
and the wildlife therein. At Salt Creek, a loop trail through
several different habitats is planned. Finally, kiosks housing
refuge information and interpretive materials would be located in
the public use areas to improve the visitor’s experience. These
projects would enhance passive recreational opportunities on the
refuge.

The public urged Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge to
continue to provide only limited public uses to protect
sensitive wildlife habitat.

The comprehensive conservation plan continues the provisions
that guide public use on Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge.
Currently, all refuge island interiors, except Atsena Otie Key, are
closed to public use for the protection of island flora and fauna.
Additionally, there are healthy populations of venomous snakes on
most of the island interiors. On Atsena Otie Key, the closest

island to the town of Cedar Key, a kiosk, restroom, and short
hiking trail provide visitors an opportunity to enjoy the natural
environment and to learn about the natural and cultural history

of the area. The beaches of all the islands, except Seahorse Key,
are open year round for activities such as wildlife observation,
wildlife photography, and fishing. Seahorse Key and a 300-foot
buffer around the island is closed to all public entry from March 1
through June 30, annually, to protect nesting colonial wading birds.

The number of tourists visiting Cedar Key has grown
exponentially in the last 10 years. Refuge staff will closely

monitor the numbers of people visiting the refuge islands and the
impact this visitation may have on the refuge environment and
wildlife. Additional closures and other protective measures may be
employed to ensure the ecological integrity of these fragile coastal
islands.

Staff is needed to expand environmental education and
interpretation programs and increase involvement with public
schools.

The comprehensive conservation plan outlines objectives and
strategies to greatly improve our environmental education
program and to expand partnerships with the schools, agencies,
and organizations that are involved in environmental education in
the area of the refuge. However, these objectives and strategies
can only be met with additional staffing to develop these programs
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and to nurture their growth. The comprehensive conservation plan
calls for the employment of an outdoor recreation planner and

a volunteer coordinator. These two positions would serve both
refuges. In addition to these two positions, a cadre of volunteers
would be trained to implement our environmental education
program not only in the schools, but in civic organizations (e.g.,
scouts) as well.

Environmental education and outreach should include adult
groups as well as youth groups.

While the focus of the environmental education program for the
refuges will be involvement with school youth, the comprehensive
conservation plan does include programming for adults. An
outdoor recreation planner and volunteer coordinator would

be employed to facilitate these programs. The plan calls for

the establishment of quarterly activities, such as canoe tours,
butterfly and wildflower walks, and birding trips. It also
continues participation in community events and festivals, such
as Naturefest and the Cedar Key Spring Arts and Fall Seafood
Festivals. Adults would comprise most of the volunteers recruited
by the volunteer coordinator. These volunteers would develop
educational programs for the young and young at heart.

The public thought staff and facilities should be increased,
particularly for Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge and the
Dixie County portion of the Lower Suwannee National
Wildlife Refuge.

Currently, Cedar Keys Refuge is unstaffed and unfunded.
Management activities occur when staff and funding are available
from Lower Suwannee Refuge. The comprehensive conservation
plan identifies the staffing needs of Cedar Keys Refuge. Staff

to be hired include a refuge operations specialist (assistant
refuge manager) and a biological technician. A biologist

and outdoor recreation planner would also be hired and

shared between the two refuges.

At Lower Suwannee Refuge, all staff are based out of the Levy
County compound and administrative area. The Dixie County
portion of the refuge is more than 50 miles from the administration
area. Because of a lack of staff presence on a daily basis, vandalism
and littering are growing problems. If staff were stationed in

this county, maintenance issues could be addressed on a daily
basis. Staff could also forge relationships with the local people

and work to establish ownership of the refuge by the local

people, i.e., wanting to care for the refuge instead of trashing it.

A small administrative area is located in Dixie County. The
compound currently includes a 5-bay pole shed, fuel tanks,

and an abandoned, dilapidated trailer. The plan calls for the
construction of an enclosed shop with a erew room and restroom
facility. The maintenance worker stationed in Dixie County
would work out of this office.

Finally, with the hiring of additional staff, a new office/visitor
contact station is needed. The plan identifies two options: a multi-
million dollar visitor center or a new administrative office with

a display area. Professional staff from Cedar Keys and Lower
Suwannee Refuges would be based out of this office. Technical and
maintenance staff would be based out of the existing shop office
and crew space. The current office would be converted to housing
for volunteers, interns, and visiting researchers as outlined in the
plan.
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PU8 Staff should reeruit student interns and more volunteers to
assist with projects and research.

The comprehensive conservation plan addresses this need by

The Public 1) hiring a volunteer eoordinator and 2) by providing training
Involvement opportunities for these individuals. It also calls for the formation
Process of a Friends Group. This group would serve as another mechanism
for recruiting volunteers.

Partnerships to Manage and Protect the Refuge
APPENDIX B P1

The refuge should maintain and enhance partnerships with
state, county, and community agencies; universities and
educational institutions; user groups; natural resource based
organizations; and other entities.

The comprehensive conservation plan outlines objectives and
strategies to accomplish this need. Specifically, it calls for the
hiring of additional staff to conduct day-to-day refuge operations.
This would allow the project leader to devote more time to
developing and expanding partnerships. Additionally, professional
staff over biological and public use programs would also be
involved in partnerships. Finally, several partnership projects are
proposed.

P2 Additional land acquisition and/or cooperative management
agreements would improve the Service’s ability to proteect existing
and potential refuge resources.

The comprehensive conservation plan proposes an aggressive
land acquisition program. The limiting factor in implementing
this program is funding. An alternative to purehasing land is

to establish management agreements or conservation easements
with the landowners to bring in conservation partners like The
Nature Conservancy or The Trust for Public Lands. Tt ealls for
creative solutions to the ever-growing problem of insufficient
funding.
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Process
Summary of Appreciation and Suggested Changes Comments

Wildlife Habitat Management

APPENDIX B B There is a need to conduct more research on species and habitats to enhance
the native biodiversity and integrity of both refuges and to maintain traditional
public uses.

B There is a need to preserve Cedar Keys Refuge for wildlife, except Atsena Otie
Key.

W There is a need to assure that water of sufficient quality and quantity is available
to maintain wildlife populations and habitats and to also restore and conserve the
natural diversity, abundance, and ecological function of both Lower Suwaannee
and Cedar Keys Refuges.

H There is a need to reduce the increasing number of exotic and invasive plant and
animal species that are negatively impacting wildlife and habitat on both refuges.

H There is a need to assess the feasibility of re-introducing the black bear.

M There is a need to assess the feasibility of developing food plots after tree removal
to improve the health of the animals and increase observation opportunities.

B There is a need to assess the feasibility of creating a management plan for wild
turkeys.

Public Use

B There is a need to create more compatibility of uses throughout the year between
hunting and environmental education and interpretation.

H There is a need for increased access to the Lower Suwannee Refuge for
observation of wildlife and its habitat in a quiet environment and for active
recreational uses.

M There is a need for Lower Suwannee Refuge to enhance its access for hunting.

B There is a need to expand the environmental education and interpretation
programs.

W There is a need to develop outreach programs with the local communities, user
groups, and the general public.

Partnerships

W There is a need for both refuges to develop more partnerships with state, county,
and community agencies; universities and educational institutions; user groups;
and natural resource based organizations.

B There is a need to hold more community functions to assist funding of both
refuges.

Administration

B There is a need for more staff, student interns, and volunteers to implement the
desired programs identified at the scoping meetings.

B There is a need for funding to implement the program and infrastructure needs
identified during the scoping meetings.
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Attachment Two

Public Scoping Meeting (September 21, 1999)

Easel Notes (Unedited) of the Three Dialogue Sub-Groups

The listed recommendations were made for actions that individual
participants would like to see continued, started, or stopped.

Group One

B Make feeding plots after removing trees to improve the health of the
animals and increase observation opportunities.

W Create a controlled checkpoint for hunting access so you know who goes
in and out. Utilize student volunteers.

B Increase law enforcement.

m Construct a Refuge Education Center.

B Provide more organized tours of refuge.

W Increase research and monitoring of water quality.
B Buy more lands and increase the size of the refuge.
® Maybe we should plant a wider variety of pines?

B Provide more hunting days.

W Provide fewer hunting days.

B Create a management plan for wild turkeys.

M Post designated hunting areas for visitors.

B Provide more information to public about refuge and its uses via the
newspapers, radio, television, and Internet. Most of the public doesn’t
know the refuge exists.

B Don’t over-inform the public so the refuge will not be overused. Wildlife
should come first before the publiec.

W Add more staff and funding, particularly Public Use Specialists, to work
with schools and home schoolers.

B Use refuge lands to release “rehabbed wildlife.”
W Check toxicity level in birds to know health of habitat.

Group Two

B Maintain the natural habitat.

B Preserve Cedar Key Refuge for wildlife except Atsena Otie Key.
® Maintain and restore the natural drainage.

B Increase the natural plant program.

W Remove invasive and exotie species.

W Continue the excellent hunting program and expand if possible. Have a
spring hog season. Pursue the introduction of black bear.

W Allow electric wheelchairs throughout the refuge.

B Increase law and citizen enforcement for actions like stopping noisy and
speeding boats off the river.

B Increase litter control.
W Increase access around the cabin.

B Share money and staff between our refuges and other refuges so we can
provide more species.




Group Three

® Hold more community funetions to assist funding of these two local
refuges.

. B Need more funds for this refuge for staff and programs. Need more law
The Public enforcement and education staff.
Involvement

W More research on habitat to maintain fisheries and wildlife.

H Provide more edueation in schools on wildlife management and
environment.

M Limit entry from river so we can have stricter enforcement of public
property being abused next to refuge. More directions need to be
APPENDIX B provided to use wastebaskets, ete.

W Extend the general gun season to coincide with state regulation or the
first of December.

m Hold hog hunting at the same time as small game hunting season.

B Burn refuge one side of the river at a time and allow hunting on the
other side.

B Develop wildlife feedplots.
W More doe tags.
B No introduction of black bear.

W Provide more and better signage at entrances; e.g., weapon uses such as
bows, black powder, and guns not loaded in vehicles and on roads.

Process

B Open up more inside access roads.

B Have fewer inside access roads.

B More bike trails.

® More river access to refuge by docks, walks, observation towers, ete.

B Make walks more compatible for people with disabilities and mark
benches as to how far apart they are.

B Better maintenance of boat ramps.
B Adequately mark islands as to public access.
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Attachment Three

Public Scoping Meeting (July 27, 1999)

Easel Notes (Unedited) of the Three Dialogue Sub-Groups

Group One

Appreciate the refuges for the following:

B Can be alone in the woods.

M Love those wild flowers.

W Road openings create greater access to wild fire.
m A place for wildlife conservation.

B Diverse habitat of flora and fauna.

B Lack of facilities.

B Presence of birds.

H Large area with public access.

B Greater photo opportunities.

M Conserved land with no development.
W Easy access.

W It is free.

Recommend the following changes:
B Pursue the introduction of black bear.
® Greater educational programs.

B More intense deer management for improved harvesting and habitat and
herd quality.

M Better boat launching facilities
B No boat launching changes.
M A couple of non-hunting days every week during the hunting season.

W Better communications and exchange of information between agencies
developing programs to attract researchers.

B Remove exotic plants.
B Increased state and federal funding.
W Publicity.

Group Two

Appreciate the refuges for the following:

B Appreciate the trails available at the present time (Lower Suwannee).
B Presence and protection of wildlife and habitat (both).

B Appreciate public access at Atsena Otie.

B Serenity and isolation of refuges.

B Appreciate the wildlife but like public access we don’t have the feeling
that we are kept out.

W Environmental education like the fact that the university has access
privileges to refuges and programs.

B Appreciate Water Management District with Atsena Otie.
M Appreciate Ken Litzenberger.
B Appreciate partnerships.
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W Appreciate interest of the Office of Greenways and Trails to coopereate
interconnecting trails throughout Lower Suwannee.

B Size and diversity of refuge also uniqueness (both).

Recommend the following changes:
® Would like to see a trail down the Levy side.

B Would like to see Cedar Keys linked somehow to Lower Suwannee
(ferry, water taxi).

B Need more marked trails on Lower Suwannee (interp. signs).

B Need designated eampgrounds (limit number of people and sites) for
Lower Suwannee.

W Would like to see compatibility of uses-primarily hunting versus trail/
walking/interpretation.

B Establish a wildlife rehabilitative program.
W Expand/strengthen volunteer program (both refuges).
B Increase dollars for research (from grants, government).

Group Three

Appreciate the refuges for the following:
M The fact that it is there.

® Unspoiled beauty.

B Bio-diversity.

B Especially the lack of people.

R General health of the refuge.

® Open for hunting and fishing.

B Remoteness.

® Habitat diversity.

W Water quality and quantity.

B Artistic and photographic paradise.
B Quality of seafood (yummy) shellfish and finfish, ete.

Recommend the following changes:

W Need botanist.

M Need biologist.

B Need more staffing!!!

M Need visitor and interpretive center.

B Partnership with Aquatic Preserve.

M Partnerships with other state and local agencies.
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Attachment Four

Comment Packet

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is developing a Comprehensive
Conservation Plan for Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife
Refuges that will guide their management for the next 15 years. We would
like to know the issues and concerns about the refuge that are important
to you.

This Comment Packet is divided into three sections: Background
Information, Comment Sheet, and Mailing Request Form. These materials
will provide you with information concerning the refuge and planning
process. If you would like to give us your ideas, please complete the
Comment Sheets. Use additional sheets if the space provided is not
adequate to fully address your ideas and concerns. If you wish to be on our
mailing list, please complete the Mailing Request Form. You may return
some or all of the sections to the refuge mailing address found inside or
outside the packet. This packet may be reproduced.

Background Information

National Wildlife Refuge System. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is

the prineipal Federal agency responsible for conserving, protecting, and
enhancing the nation’s fish and wildlife and their habitat. As a part of

its major responsibility for migratory birds and fish, endangered species,
and certain marine mammals, the Service manages the National Wildlife
Refuge System. The System began in1903 when President Theodore
Roosevelt designated Pelican Island, a pelican and heron rookery in
Florida, as a bird sanctuary.

The System, now consisting of more than 500 refuges, is a “network of
lands and waters managed for the conservation, management, and where
appropriate, restoration of fish, wildlife and plant resources and their
habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future
generations of Americans” (Refuge Improvement Aect of 1997). In the
management of the National Wildlife Refuge System:

m Wildlife has first priority.

M Recreation uses are allowed as long as they are compatible with wildlife
conservation.

m Wildlife-dependent recreational activities will be emphasized.

Refuge Environment. Established in 1979, the purpose of Lower Suwannee
National Wildlife Refuge is to “develop, advance, manage, conserve, and
protect fish and wildlife resources.” The refuge encompasses nearly 53,000
acres of bottomland hardwoods, upland pine forests, salt and freshwater
marsh, and oak hammocks. The refuge flanks 20 miles of the lower reaches
of the Suwannee River and fronts more than 20 miles of the Gulf of
Mexico. It provides habitat for migratory birds, wading birds, threatened
and endangered species, and several species of special coneern, such as the
gopher tortoise and swallow-tailed kite.

Refuge Vision. The watershed and estuary of the Lower Suwannee National
Wildlife Refuge contain valuable water resources and fish and wildlife
habitat. The refuge will be managed for the conservation of fish and
wildlife and their habitat, with special emphasis on the protection and
restoration of wetland and upland communities. Educational, research,
and wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities will be available,
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msofar as they are compatible with refuge health and preservation.
Management will partner with local, state, and federal agencies,
community organizations, and individuals to ensure the protection and
conservation of the vast Suwannee River ecosystem for current and future
generations.

The refuge’s diversity of wildlife species, coupled with excellent access
roads and public use structures, provides opportunities for hunting,
fishing, wildlife observation, photography, environmental education and
interpretation.

Refuge Environment. Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge was established
in 1929 as a "refuge and breeding ground for the birds and wild

animals.” The refuge contains 13 islands and nearly 800 acres. Four of

the islands, Snake, Deadman’s, Seahorse and North Keys, are designated
wilderness areas. Atsena Otie Key is owned by the Suwannee River Water
Management District, but managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
as part of the refuge. The lighthouse at Seahorse Key is leased by the
University of Florida for marine research and environmental education.

The forested habitat contains live oak, red bay, cabbage palm and laurel
oak. The lower elevations of the islands, comprising nearly 40 percent of
the refuge, are subject to frequent flooding and dominated by salt marsh
and mangrove trees. The most significant wildlife resource is the colonial
wading bird rookery found on Seahorse Key. Other birds that nest on the
islands include pelicans, bald eagles and osprey.

Refuge Vision. The Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge is a group of
Sfragile coastal islands that contain significant natural and cultural
resources. The refuge will be managed for the conservation of wildlife and
wildlife habitat, with special concern for migratory and breeding birds
and threatened and endangered species. Management will protect cultural
resources and support environmental education, research and where
appropriate, other compatible uses. Management will partner with local,
state and federal agencies, community organizations and indwiduals to
ensure the protection of these resources for present and future generations.

Public use opportunities are limited because the refuge is relatively

small and inaccessible and can only sustain limited publie use if it is

to be maintained for the purpose for which is was established. The

refuge provides eritical habitat for ibis, herons, and egrets; habitat that

is disappearing rapidly throughout Florida. The beaches of the islands,
except Seahorse Key, are open year-round for compatible activities such
as wildlife observation, photography, fishing, environmental education and
interpretation.

Comprehensive Planning. A planning team, consisting of persons from
government agencies, state universities, conservation organizations, and
community groups, has been assembled to assist in this comprehensive
conservation planning effort. They will:

B Gather information about the refuge environment;

M Identify problems affecting the refuge;

H Evaluate the impaets of various management alternatives; and

M Recommend a plan of action to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

In keeping with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will look at, and seriously consider, all
reasonable alternatives in the development of the plan. The planning team
will actively seek publie input in the preparation of the comprehensive
plan. To carry out the project, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has begun
a six-step planning process:

Comprehensive Conservation Plan 11
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Step 1. Gather information on the refuge environment
Step 2. Hold a public meeting to identify issues and concerns
Step 3. Identify management alternatives, and evaluate their effects

Step 4. Prepare and release a draft comprehensive plan and environmental
assessment

Step 5. Hold a public meeting on the draft plan and environmental
assessment

Step 6. Prepare the final comprehensive conservation plan

Involvement Opportunities. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is looking for
your ideas concerning the future management of Lower Suwannee and
Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges. Please give us you ideas at a
public meeting on September 21, 1999 at 7:00 p.m. at the Tommy Usher
Center. The Center is located at 506 SW 4t Avenue (CR 345), Chiefland.
This meeting will give you an opportunity to learn more about the refuge
and express your ideas about issues, concerns, and needed management
programs.

This packet will be given to everyone who attends the public meeting

or requests a copy from the office. If you cannot attend the meeting,

your comments will still be considered if you complete the comment sheet
and mail it to: Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, 16450 NW 81 Place, Chiefland, F1 32626.

The packet provides:

M Background information on the refuge, the refuge system, and the
planning process

W A way to share your concerns, ideas, and thoughts on refuge
management

B An effective way to make certain your thoughts will be taken into
consideration

The comment sheet should be returned to the refuge no later than
October 21, 1999.




LOWER SUWANNEE AND CEDAR KEYS
NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGES

COMMENT SHEET

INSTRUCTIONS: The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is developing a new management plan that will guide future
management of both refuges. Please take a few minutes to give us your ideas about various refuge programs and the
course of future management. Your responses are voluntary and completely anonymous.

1. Listed below are some of the issues concerning the future management of the refuges. These issues were generated by
the Planning Team, consisting of representatives from local, state, and federal agencies, community organizations and
private individuals. Some of the issues overlap, while others are specific to a particular refuge.

To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Circle the number that best reflects your
opinion.

Issues 523."3 Y Agree  Disagree 3:33?;! Op?n(:on
Build a visitor and education center that will be used by both refuges 4 3 2 1 0
Conserve habitat for native wildlife and plants 4 3 2 1 0
Develop a volunteer program 4 3 2 1 0
Expand environmental education and interpretative programs 4 3 2 1 0
increase law enforcement to protect refuge resources 4 3 2 1 0
increase staff and funding to support refuge programs (e.g., Biological, 4 3 2 1 0
Pubtic Use, Maintenance)

increase research opportunities and research funding 4 3 2 1 0
Protect the whole biological system 4 3 2 1 0
Protect threatened, endangered species and wildlife of special concern 4 3 2 1 0
Remove and control exotic, invasive species 4 3 2 1 0
Work closely with community organizations 4 3 2 1 0
Maintain water quality and quantity on Lower Suwannee NWR 4 3 2 1 0
Maintain the hunting and fishing programs on Lower Suwannee NWR 4 3 2 1 0
Manage game species more intensively to improve the hunting program on 4 3 2 1 0
Lower Suwannee NWR

Pursue the re-introduction of the Florida Black Bear to the Big Bend Area 4 3 2 1 0
with Lower Suwannee NWR as the core habitat

improve public use facilities (e.g., trails, boat launches, boardwalks) on 4 3 2 1 0
Lower Suwannee NWR

Limit the amount of new public use facilities {e.g., trails, boardwaiks, boat 4 3 2 1 0
launches) on Lower Suwannee NWR

Improve accessibility of Lower Suwannee NWR 4 3 2 1 0
Promote Lower Suwannee NWR to increase public knowledge and 4 3 2 1 0
participation in refuge programs

Provide more recreational opportunities at Lower Suwannee NWR 4 3 2 1 0
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Please answer the following questions. Provide as much information as vou like. Use additional sheets if necessary.

2. What do you VALUE about Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge? (List all that comes to mind).

3. What are your major CONCERNS about Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge, current refuge management, or its
future direction” :

4. Are there other issues about Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge that concern you?

5. Have you ever visited the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge? Yes No

6. Listed below are SOME of the recreational activities occurring Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge. Please
check which activities. if any, vou would like to do.

wildlife observation photography hunting
canoeing/kayaking boating hiking
fishing bicycling other (list below)

interpretation/environmentai
education {e.g.,self-guided trails)

7. What activities, if any, should NOT be allowed on Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge?

8. Where do you reside MOST of the vear? City State

9. Are you attending the public meeting as a member of an organization? Yes No
If yes, what 1s its name?

10. Where did you obtain the Comment Sheet?

Please fill out the next page if you would like to comment on Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge.
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11. To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Circle the number that best reflects
your opinion.

Issues - Cedar Keys NWR SX;’IL%'V Agree  Disagree 3?;33?2 Op?n?on
Provide more recreational opportunities at Cedar Keys NWR 4 3 2 1 0
improve public use facilities (e.g., trail, boat dock) at Cedar Keys NWR 4 3 2 1 0
Limit the amount of new public use facilities (e.g., trails, restrooms, boat 4 3 2 1 0
docks) at Cedar Keys NWR

Make Cedar Keys NWR more accessible to the public 4 3 2 1 0
Limit public access to Cedar Keys NWR to protect wildlife 4 3 2 1 0
Promote Cedar Keys NWR to increase public knowledge and participation 4 3 2 1 0

in refuge programs

12. What do you VALUE about Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge? (List all that comes to mind).

13. What are your major CONCERNS about Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge, current refuge management, or its
future direction?

4. Are there other issues about Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge that concemn you?

15. Have you ever visited Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge? Yes No

16. Listed below are SOME of the recreational activities occurring on Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge. Please check
which activities, if any, you would like to do.

wildlife observation photography fishing
canoeing/kayaking boating beachcombing
mterpretation/environmental other (list below)

education (e.g.,self-gmded trails)

17. What activities, if any, should NOT be allowed on Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge?

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR COMMENTS! Please place the blue and green sheets m the Comment Box at the
Public meeting or mail it to: Lower Suwannee National Wildl<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>