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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our beloved keystone species and ecosystem engineer. You all may have some or many on your own property. Many of those tortoises may have been on your property before you were. As many of you are aware, Gopher Tortoises are a critically important species to conserve. Over the years, their populations in Florida (and other states) have declined due to habitat fragmentation, as well as other causes. But why exactly do we need Gopher Tortoises?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Not only are they one of the oldest living species, but they also have at least 300 hundred other species that depend on them and their burrows. Because of this, they are not only considered a keystone species (a species in which many other wildlife species depend on to survive, reproduce, etc), but they are also considered an ecosystem engineer (a species in which significantly alters their habitat in a way that no other species does and other wildlife depend on this alteration). Their burrows can reach lengths of up to 40ft and depths of up to a couple feet down into the ground. The climate within these burrows provide a safe place for not only our Gopher Tortoises, but also other species, such as the Florida Mouse, Eastern Indigo Snake, Burrowing Owls, and many others. These burrows provide protection from predator, wildfires, and extreme heat during the day or extreme cold during the night. It’s some pretty impressive real estate.


Historical Reach and
Decline

« Population decline over the years due to loss of
habitat

* In Florida, Gopher Tortoises are considered State
Threatened

« Not federally listed in Florida at this time - this is

Listing Status
JFederally Threatened
—JRemainder of Range

[]State Threatened
[~1State Endangered



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a map representing the historical range of our Gopher Tortoise. This range has significantly decreased over time due to habitat fragmentation, poaching, the illegal wildlife trade, and many other reasons. The leading cause is habitat fragmentation, however. You used to be able to find tortoises easily throughout upland habitat in Florida, but that is no longer the case. As development and fragmentation as continued to occur, tortoises are losing places to be. They’re losing herbaceous groundcover for foraging and shrubby groundcover for protection while out grazing.

Something that is important to know is that within the state of Florida, the Gopher Tortoise is classified as State Threatened, giving it certain levels of protection to allow biologists and conservationists to work on protecting viable populations. This is in the form of our Gopher Tortoise Management Plan and our Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines.

It is also not federally listed in the state of Florida. Many perceive this as a bad thing initially because we want to see protection for a declining species and its populations. But what this actually means is that after thorough, scientific analysis of the populations in Florida and an assessment of the steps FWC is taking to protect them, it was determined that our populations are doing well enough to not warrant federal protection. Federal protection would also supersede state involvement with the protection of gopher tortoises, meaning we wouldn’t be able to take as much action as we do to protect them. Something we’re doing is working, right?


Recipient
Site Program

How Gopher Tortoise Relocation

is an Important Conservation
Tool



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now I’m going to move into what I’m really here to talk about – FWC’s recipient site program for Gopher Tortoises.


FWC'’s Response to GT
Decline: Relocation

e Authorized, humane relocation from
development sites to recipient sites

« Responsible and humane relocation:
deliberately moving wild Gopher
Tortoises into protected, managed,
suitable habitat to improve chances of
future survival and long-term
population viability

« Gopher Tortoises are resilient

 Recipientsites are in high demand (so
much so that we had to expand our
program!)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In response to Gopher Tortoise decline, FWC created a state management plan and developed the permitting system. This essentially allowed Gopher Tortoises to be humanely relocated from development sites to FWC-authorized recipient sites for protection. 

Relocation involves deliberately moving wild Gopher Tortoises into protected, managed, and suitable habitat to improve their chance of survival. 

Relocation is a helpful conservation tool because our Gopher Tortoises are resilient. They can respond well to relocation and new environments. 

As the years have gone by, the recipient site program has changed a lot and expanded. Originally, there was only one biologist involved in this program and now there are 6. They are in high demand from not only developers who need to relocate these tortoises, but also by landowners like yourselves who want to help conserve these tortoises and protect your land.


Reasons to Become a
Recipient Site

e Conservation benefits

 Financial incentives
« Varies by property (size, habitat, etc.)
e Economically self-sustaining
* Price per tortoise: $5-10,000

* Land use compatibility
« Hunting for quail, turkey, deer, etc.
 Recreational uses

 Land protection



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, you may ask yourself why you’d want to turn your land into a recipient site. ‘Permitting’ has a bit of a negative connotation naturally, but in this case there are a lot of benefits for a landowner to participate. 

First, conservation benefits. Recipient sites help directly protect and save hundreds, if not thousands, of Gopher Tortoises in Florida from the rapid development that is ongoing. 

There are also financial incentives. This varies by the property’s characteristics. Size, habitat type, quality, etc. But recipient sites can be economically self-sustaining in that they eventually pay for themselves to be managed and protected. What I mean by this is the market sets the price per tortoise, not FWC. The market price currently is 5-10k.

There is also land use compatibility. Som if you use your property to hunt game species, you will still be able to do that while having a recipient site permit (with certain conditions met, of course). IF you use your property recreationally for hiking, silviculture, cattle grazing, seed harvesting, etc. you may still be able to have a recipient site permit.

And lastly, it helps protects your land in perpetuity, for 100 years, or for 50 years. This is ideal if your goal is to preserve your land for generations to come.

If any of this sounds like something you’re interested in, the question you may be asking yourself now is “How do I know if I’m eligible?”
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now, I’m going to answer that question. Depending on the recipient site permit, there are different criteria that a property must meet to be considered ‘eligible’. 


Types of Recipient Site
Permits

* Long-term Recipient Site

Tiers 1 and 2

e Short-term Recipient Site
Tiers 1,2, and 3

» Unprotected Recipient Site
* Research Recipient Site

» Contiguous Public
Conservation Land
Recipient Site

* Restocking Site Permit



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are 6 different types of recipient site permits. I am only going to talk about 2 of these, as they are the most common for private landowners. 


Types of Recipient Site
Permits

* Long-term Recipient Site
(Tiers 1 and 2

e Short-term Recipient Site
Tiers 1,2, and 3



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the long-term and short-term recipient site permits. These permit types are made up of different tiers, which I am going to explain here shortly. I will then explain the different criteria that must be met in order to be eligible for each type of permit.


Recipient Site
Tiers

Contiguous upland habitat: uplands are
considered contiguous if two or more
upland communities occur within a
distance of 1,000ft and there is nho
physical obstacle (e.g., road greater than
2 lanes, curb or other physical barriers, or
a speed limit of >30mph, river, lake, etc.)

Acceptable habitat criteria: >30%
herbaceous groundcover, <60% canopy
cover, <20% woody groundcover

Desirable habitat criteria: >50%
herbaceous groundcover, <40% canopy
cover, <20% woody ground cover

* Short-term Recipient Sites

* Tier 1- Monitoring commitment and minimum of 40 acres
habitat that meets Desirable criteria

* Tier 2- Desirable habitat criteria are met in the majority of
the potentially permittable acres.

* Tier 3- Meets minimum requirements; easement, 25 acres
and acceptable habitat

* Long-term Recipient Sites

* Tier 1- Perpetual easement with FWC
* Tier 2- 100-year easement with FWC


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The tiering differences involve acreage and easement duration. 

EXPLAIN DEFINITIONS ON LEFT

For short-terms, tiers 2 and 3 do not have a monitoring commitment, meaning that you do not have to conduct the burrow or vegetation surveys again and send a report to FWC on an every 5-year interval. These tiers’ permits must also be renewed every 2 years with FWC. 

All of the short term tiers require a minimum 50-year easement with FWC or a perpetual easement with a governmental entity or accredited land trust that prohibits development activities on the recipient site.

For long-terms, the only differences between the tiers is the duration of the easement on site with FWC. Tier 1 is perpetual (this is what most landowners go for when they’re interested in long-term permits) and Tier 2 is 100-year easement. These both have 25-year monitoring commitment and the same acreage, soil, and vegetation requirements. I will go over the specific requirements for each of these types of permits next.


Recipient Site Minimum Criteria

Recipient Site Size (Minimum) | Soils Habitat
Permit

Long-term (tier 1 & | 40acres >18in DWT >30% herbaceous
2) (including 18in) ground cover, <60%
>12in (select cases)* | canopy cover, <20%
woody groundcover

Short-term (Tier 1) | 40acres Same >50% herbaceous
ground cover, <40%
canopy cover, <20%

woody groundcover
(desirable)

Short-term (Tier 2) | 25acres Min. 51% of site must
be desirable (see
above)

Short-term (Tier 3) | 25acres Same as acceptable

Contiguous upland habitat: uplands are considered contiguous if two or .«  Phasing: can bring in noncontiguous areas *
more upland communities occur within a distance of 1,000t and there is under separate permits
no physical obstacle (e.g., road greater than 2 lanes, curb or other

physical barriers, or a speed limit of >30mph, river, lake, etc.) Strata: unique combination of CLC and soil

Acceptable
Landcover (CLC)

Yes (see next slide)

Yes (see next slide)

Yes (see next slide)

Yes (see next slide)

*Must have adequate drainage
features that are man-made and

evidence of tortoises on site

(potentially occupied burrows)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
EXPLAIN DEFINITIONS AT BOTTOM

EXPLAIN LANDCOVER DEFINITION: Landcover classification (CLC) is what the habitat currently is, what it’s used for, the types of vegetation present.

All sites must be contiguous to be considered under 1 permit. If you have areas of your property that are not contiguous, but still meet the minimum criteria for a permit, you can choose to phase your property. What I mean is that you can bring one area in under one permit and the other under another permit. You can also amend your permit to add more acreage after one area has been permitted, but these areas must be contiguous.

The minimum criteria for size is 40 acres for long-terms (all must be contiguous and upland landcover types). For soils, the site must have at least 18in DWT. Some sites may be permitted with soils that have a 12in DWT, but they must meet two other criteria. There must be man-made augmentation features that adequately drain water and evidence of tortoises on site (potentially occupied burrows in each strata).

Vegetation is considered acceptable when there is at least 30% herbaceous groundcover and less than 60% canopy cover in each strata type. 

For short-term tier 1, there must be a minimum of 40acres, meeting the same soil criteria, but it must have desirable vegetation conditions throughout.

For short-term tier 2, there must be a minimum of 25acres, meeting the same soil criteria, but at least 51% of the site must meet desirable vegetation conditions.

For short-term tier 3, there must be a minimum of 25acres, meeting the same soil criteria, and only meet the minimum acceptable criteria.

Lastly, all sites must not only meet the soil criteria, but of the areas where the soil criteria is met, there must be acceptable landcover classification types. I will show some examples of acceptable landcover (CLC) types and examples of unacceptable landcover (CLC) types on the next slide.




CLC Types

Acceptable CLC Types

Bare soil/clear cut; coastal scrub; coastal uplands; dry
upland hardwood forest; hardwood plantations;
coniferous plantations; improved pasture*; mesic
flatwoods; mixed hardwood; mesic hammock; oak

scrub; pine flatwoods; dry prairie; palmetto prairie;
rural; sandhill; scrub; scrubby flatwoods; successional
hardwood forest; shrub and brushland; tree nurseries;
unimproved/woodland pasture; upland coniferous;
upland mixed woodland; upland pine; vineyards;
wiregrass savanna

Unacceptable CLC Types

Artificial impoundment; bare soil; artificial/farm pond;
any swamps, marshes, wetlands, lakes, ponds, rivers,
streams, canals; anything ‘hydric’; commercial and
services; field crops; feeding operations; high intensity
urban; rights of ways; industrial; row crops; orchards;
residential; roads; sawgrass; sand; stormwater
treatment areas; utilities; etc.

*Must be less than 40% of entire
site and have minimum 10% patchy
shrub cover to be permitted


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Generally, anything that could be wet or have water is considered nonpermittable. Things like swamps, marshes, wetlands, bodies of water, hydric flatwoods, hydric hammocks, etc. are nonpermittable. Any area that has heavy human impact or is developed is also nonpermittable, such as commercial and services, field crops, feeding operations, and more. I’ve listed many here, but please note this is not an exhaustive list.

For permittable CLC, it is generally anything that is a natural community or somewhere tortoises could be supported. There are many different types, from general oak forests to planted pine areas, to rural open or unimproved woodland pasture. This list is also not exhaustive but meant to give you all an idea of the types of areas we permit.

 The only one that is contingent on meeting special criteria to be accepted is improved pasture. Improved pasture must have a minimum of 10% patchy shrub cover and must be less than 40% of the entire permittable acres. 

Now I’m going to show some visual examples of areas that would be permitted and areas that would not be permitted for your reference. 


AV

CLC: Mixed
hardwood-
coniferous

CLC:
Coniferous
Plantations

Not permittable
due to habitat
conditions
(herbaceous
groundcover
and canopy
cover)


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The examples I am going to go through are to give visual reference of areas that would be potentially permittable due to meeting the minimum criteria for habitat (herbaceous groundcover and canopy) and CLC types. 

Here, on the left, you can see the CLC type is coniferous plantations. This is most commonly what I see on properties in the NE region of Florida. Here, this area is permittable because it has at least 30% herbaceous ground cover, less than 20% woody groundcover, shrub cover, and a canopy coverage of less than 60%. 

On the right, you can see a habitat type that has a dense midstory, resulting in a too dense canopy coverage (well over 60%), and little to no herbaceous groundcover. There is shrub coverage, but it is choking out any light that may reach the ground and therefore choking out herbaceous groundcover.


CLC: Dry Prairie CLC: Improved
Pasture

*Can't place
tortoises in pen
here without
adequate shrub
cover but can

still permit.

Not permittable
~ due to lack of
shrub cover


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Shrub cover is important for tortoises for shelter

Here, on the left, you can see an area that is considered dry prairie. This area is permittable due to abundant herbaceous groundcover, minimal woody groundcover, and no canopy at all. An important thing to note here is that there is no shrubs here considered to be be at least 1.5m (around 5ft) and no more than 9ft in height. Shrub coverage is not required for most CLC types to be permitted but it does prevent this area from having the soft release enclosure when it’s time to pen tortoises. It’s okay if some of your property is this CLC type and other areas have the shrub requirement. Shrubs are important for shelter from predators, extreme heat, and to ensure tortoises in pens do not get overly stressed.

On the right, you can see the CLC type is improved pasture. This is the only CLC type that has conditions to be met to be permitted. Improved pasture must not be more than 40% of the entire permittable acreage and also contain 10% patchy shrub cover. In this case, there is no shrub coverage, meaning this improved pasture is not permittable.


CLC:
Coniferous
Plantations

Meets
minimum
criteria

CLC: Rural
Open

Not permittable
due to lack of
herbaceous
groundcover.
Also would not
be able to pen
here due to lack
of shrub cover


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is our last example. Another coniferous plantations CLC on the left which meets the minimum acceptable criteria for canopy, herbaceous groundcover, and woody groundcover.

On the right, we have a Rural Open CLC type, which is common after a massive disturbance such as clearcutting or general clearing of trees. In this case, this area is not permittable due to the lack of herbaceous ground cover. This area also does not have enough shrub coverage to allow pens here, making it an area that needs additional time and management before it can be permitted.


06

= -‘.-'.u...' R
-30 18

1

15:11

Ry ".-.._'"lll'
Cier_

o VHAOORD

Pre-App
Process and
Application
Process

The Recipient Site Permittin

Process from Start to Finish (and
beyond)


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, now based on all of that, you feel your property may meet minimum criteria to become a recipient site. But what does the process look like and how long will it take? Will you have to fight like these guys to be permitted?


A walk-through of the pre-application process

We schedule a site
visit (with LAP or
Recipient Site Bio)

Pre-App Site Visit

e Kickoff Meeting:
provide overview of e GT Recipient Site Bio evaluates
* Interested party permit options, recipient site areas, ground-
(landowner/their application truths map, discusses land uses,
agent) sends requirements, Q&A, determine if more
property and next steps management is needed prior

information in email to permitting
e Send revised map (post-site

We create map(s) of visit map) to interested parties

potential recipient for review
areas (Consult Map)
and request photos of
property

We send a closure
email with technical
assistance materials

e Authorized agent
conducts baseline surveys

® Prepares application
materials (Habitat Mgmt
Plan, maps, easement draft,
etc.)

Review baseline
population and
vegetation survey

* LAP Bio provides (created by agent)
technical assistance and )

habitat management

LAP Site Visit

J

recommendations to
get the site closer to
permitting criteria.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thankfully no fighting is involved in our Pre-Application process.

After contacting me, we can kick off the Pre-Application process. This is an optional process that is free and assists landowners to determine if their site is eligible and
First we’ll conduct a remote analysis of your property to see if there’s permitting potential. We will also request photos around the property to get a better idea of what it looks like prior to the meeting.

CLICK If we find permitting potential based on mapping data, we will set up an initial kickoff meeting to explain our mapping results, talk through land use and answer questions about permitting, and help identify the best permit option for you before scheduling a site visit. By making an initial meeting with interested applicants we make sure everyone is well informed of the commitment and compliance responsibilities that come with a recipient site permit before jumping into the permitting process. Depending on the photos, we will either schedule a site visit with LAP (initial site visit) or the GT Recipient Site Biologist (Pre-App site visit). If an LAP site visit is done, another site visit will be needed with the Recipient Site Biologist post-management.

CLICK During the pre-app site visit, we ground-truth the landcover, discuss management practices with the property owner and agent to ensure compatibility, and collect data and photographs to reference later. We will also determine if the property is ready to become a recipient site now or if more management is necessary.
If applicable, we offer to look over existing documents, like implemented management plans or existing conservation easements, to address potential issues in advance that could cause concern if found during the permit review steps. 

CLICK Next, we use information gathered during the site visit to update the potential permitting boundary and then review a population and vegetation survey design created by the authorized agent. 

CLICK The landowner’s authorized agent/contractors will collect the data according to the survey designs and we’re happy to check the results to confirm all the habitat met permitting thresholds. We’ll conclude the Pre-App process by sending helpful materials, like application checklists. Throughout the entire process, the compliance biologist (me) are available for questions and guidance to ensure your property is on the right path for permitting. Most times, sites need more management before becoming a recipient site. We ensure that post-site visit, you/your agent receives our report about your site. This gives a lot of useful information about your property, as well as guidance on management and issues that may need to be addressed.

All in all, the length of the Pre-App Process varies depending on the property. If a site needs significant management, it could take 2-3 years for a site to become permitted. If it needs minimum management, it could take 1 year. There are so many factors that influence how long it takes to get a property permitted, but I would estimate around a year total. Could be more, could be less. 


Application Process

Agent submits various documents required for permit

e Various maps and shapefiles, vegetation survey results,
Gopher Tortoise Burrow survey results, Habitat Management
Plan, Easement draft, financial assurance (long-terms only),
etc.

FWC has 30 days to review and respond with a Request for
Additional Information (RAI)

Agent has 60 days to respond to RAI
Lastly, permit application is recommended for approval

Process can take a couple months


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The application process will mostly be handled by the authorized agent you’re working with. It involves the agent preparing all of the application materials, such as maps and shapefiles, survey results, photos, etc. There are lots of documents, but the agent should handle all of this.

To give you an idea of the timeline for this process, once the agent submits the application, my team has 30 days to review the application and either respond with a Request for Additional Information or for us to recommend it for approval. Most times, it will always be an RAI as the application is very specific and it can be a little difficult for some agents. The RAI allows us to request edits be made or for missing information to be provided. 

Once we issue the RAI, the agent has 60 days to respond but they can take longer depending on the number of corrections or edits that need to be made. This process can go back and forth a couple times, so it could be a couple months for this process to be finalized. 

Once the Recipient Site team approves the application, we recommend it for approval and send it off to our Legal team for final review of certain documents and the permit will be signed and issued after.


Post-Permitting

* Tortoises are placed in soft release enclosures on site
* Enclosures built by agent/contractor
* Tortoises received from donor sites
* Enclosures up for 12months, can only place tortoises during first 6months

* 25-year Monitoring Commitment: agree to conduct monitoring of site every 5
years and send in monitoring report (done by agent)

* Vegetation survey

* Burrow survey

* Summary of management done, any issues encountered and how they were resolved, etc.
* Site visit with every monitoring report

* Annual site visits done every 12-18months

* Management is done as necessary as outlined in Habitat Management Plan and
Conservation Easement to maintain Gopher Tortoise habitat

* Conservation Easement is a long-term commitment that must be upheld
(perpetually, for 100 or 50 years)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Recipient sites are long-term commitments. Soon after permitting, you will begin to construct soft release enclosures to receive tortoises from development sites (called donor sites). This is usually done by the agent or a contractor and there are specific guidelines for these. 

From the permit, there is a 25-year monitoring commitment that involves surveys and a report done every 5 years. This is to ensure that the site stays in compliance with the permit’s conditions, the habitat management plan, and the conservation easement. It is also to ensure the tortoises that are relocated are adjusting well.

Annual site visits are conducted every 12-18 months after permitting as a way to provide technical assistance and check in on how a recipient site is doing. It is an opportunity for adaptive management if needed and to address any potential issues before the monitoring report is due.

Management must also be done as frequently as necessary (following what is outlined in the HMP and easement). This is probably something you, as a landowner, already do. Now, it must be done as often as is stated in the legal documents in order to ensure that suitable gopher tortoise habitat is maintained.

The Conservation Easement is also a long-term commitment post-permitting. It will be in place in perpetuity, for 100-years, or for 50-years. It is important to note that the easement will outline specific prohibited activities that will never be able to occur on the property, such as development of any permanent structures or dumping of trash. This is an important aspect to consider when considering whether or not to turn all or some of your property into a recipient site.


Do You
- Qet Started?

- - It's easy!
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, now that you understand recipient sites, what we look for in them, and the commitment that comes with them: how do you get started?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Once you think your land might be ready to be a recipient site or if you’re simply ready to get the Pre-Application Process started, you can contact GTRecipientSites@myFWC.com. You are welcome to still search for an agent in the meantime and hire one to assist you in the process. You may also reach out to our Landowner Assistance Program and receive a general site visit to get recommendations. Please email us with the Parcel ID(s) – or shapefiles – of your property along with the name of the county the land is in. We will begin the process from there.


Summary

» Recipient Sites can protect your land,
help conserve Gopher Tortoises, and
make you money
* Landowner is still responsible for the cost

of management Elale agent/contractor
services

» Must meet eligible criteria based on
acreage, habitat conditions, soils, and
landcover types

* Pre-Application Process is optional, but
highly recommended

« Can take 1 year or more

* Recipient Sites are long-term
commitments



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In summary, 

Recipient Sites were FWC’s response to Gopher Tortoise decline here in Florida. They are in high demand, as development is not slowing down. They can protect and preserve your land, help conserve Gopher Tortoises, and can make you money to help manage your land. Depending on the size and quality of the recipient site, they may even become economically self-sustaining. The landowner is still responsible for the cost of management to become a recipient site, and for all the years to come (whether it’s 50 or 100 years or eternity). They are also responsible for the cost of the agent or contractor, who will assist in management, the pre-application and application processes, and the monitoring commitments.

In order to turn your land into a recipient site, you must meet the eligibility criteria as outlined in the 2023 Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines. This criteria is based on the size of your property, the habitat and vegetation conditions, the soils, and the landcover types. 

The Pre-Application process is an optional but highly recommended process that assists landowners in becoming a recipient site. It provides numerous courteous reviews, maps, and tips that help prepare the site for the application process. The entire process itself can take more or less than a year.

And lastly, recipient sites are long-term commitments. You are committing your land to conservation for a very long time. Management will be a continuous process, as well as monitoring reports for the next 25 years. This may seem scary, but it is a very rewarding process and is very meaningful to not only gopher tortoise conservation but also land preservation. By becoming a recipient site, you are protecting your land from any risk of development, even after you are no longer the owner. Recipient sites help keep Florida wild.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now I will take some questions. Please feel free to take a picture of this slide with my contact info.
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