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Executive Summary 

“The health of our waters depends upon how well we live on the land.” - Luna Leopold 

We are Big Waters Land Trust, a regional land conservancy. Our mission is to protect the land and water 
in Southwest Florida for the benefit of people and nature. In our first twenty years, we protected over 
20,000 acres across Manatee, Sarasota, Charlotte, Lee, and Collier Counties. And yet, we need to 
quicken the pace of land conservation. 

Our work saving land has never been more important and urgent since our region’s human population 
has more than tripled since 1980. Growth projections show another 8% by 2030, with Manatee County 
in the lead at 2% growth per year (FEDR 2024). Between real estate development and phosphate 
mining, our region’s remaining open lands are among the most threatened in the nation. Landscape-
scale action is needed and urgent if we are to save the last remaining large land tracts, wildlife corridors, 
and pockets of urban green space before they are gone. Our 2030 Strategic Conservation Plan prioritizes 
saving these critical places.  

Our strategy is data-driven and prioritized by our six conservation values: Clean Water, Imperiled 
Species, Coastal Resiliency, Sustainable Agriculture, Access for All, and Carbon Sequestration. We use 
ecological and social science research, geospatial data, and data analysis using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) to inform our landscape scale, rather than piecemeal, approach. The result is our Strategic 
Conservation Plan, which identifies areas within our community that have the greatest potential to 
benefit our Conservation Values. These areas we call Focus Areas. By strategically identifying and then 
concentrating our efforts in these areas, we will maximize our chances of success and therefore 
maximize our donors’ return on investment in our mission.  

We will be transparent in our progress; we will create SMART goals (specific, measurable, achievable, 
relevant, and time-bound) and publish yearly our progress against these metrics. These goals and 
metrics are meaningful to people and nature and will provide clarity and focus to our board, staff, 
donors, and partners. At the same time, much of our Strategic Conservation Plan is proprietary and 
private, namely analyses of partners and funding, as well as the programming, marketing, and 
fundraising plans. Therefore, this document includes only those parts of the plan that are public: 
Conservation Values, Focus Areas, Goals, and Metrics. 

Big Waters Land Trust is proud to present this bold Strategic Conservation Plan, and we are excited to 
work together with anyone and all to save these important lands before they are gone forever. We are 
in a race against time, but with this plan as a guide, we can achieve our vision of a future where our 
human and natural worlds flourish together. Join Us!  
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Background 

Our Work in Southwest Florida 
Southwest Florida’s interconnected physical, political, and cultural geography underscores the urgency 
and complexity of its conservation challenges, making strategic planning and partnerships vital for the 
region’s long-term sustainability. 

Through strategic collaborations with individuals, organizations, and government entities, we strive to 
ensure all people have access to clean water, fresh air, nutritious food, abundant wildlife, and beautiful 
natural areas that provide physical and mental well-being. Our work bolsters resilience to storms and 
floods, enriches lives, and safeguards Southwest Florida for future generations. 

The Big Waters Land Trust service area encompasses the entirety of Manatee, Sarasota, Charlotte, Lee, 
and Collier counties, as well as parts of Hillsborough, Hardee, DeSoto, and Highlands Counties. The 
diverse geography is characterized by a blend of natural ecosystems, agricultural lands, rapidly 
urbanizing areas, and culturally significant communities, all of which influence regional conservation 
priorities. Critical watersheds, including the Manatee, Myakka, Peace, and Caloosahatchee Rivers, 
connect inland ecosystems to coastal estuaries of the Gulf of Mexico. Coastal wetlands, mangroves, 
seagrass beds, and upland habitats like pine flatwoods and oak scrub sustain biodiversity, while rivers 
and their floodplains provide crucial freshwater supplies, enhance flood control, and support wildlife. In 
sum, Big Waters Land Trust works across an incredible landscape. 

Rapid urbanization in coastal cities like Bradenton, Sarasota, Fort Myers, and Naples affects both coastal 
and inland areas, where urban sprawl threatens natural and agricultural lands. Agricultural producers 
are challenged by economic and market conditions and are under tremendous pressure to sell their land 
for development or phosphate mining. Our communities are threatened by intense hurricanes, storm 
surges, flooding, rising sea levels, depletion of potable water supplies, and saltwater intrusion. 
Collaboration across urban, suburban, and rural areas is essential to address these challenges. 

Our area is governed by county and city commissions, two water management districts, and state and 
federal conservation agencies. Large-scale conservation programs such as Florida Forever and local 
initiatives like county land acquisition programs reflect political and governmental efforts to protect the 
region’s natural resources. We work with many of these entities as essential and trusted partners to 
save land, emphasizing green spaces and recreational access in underserved urban areas, as well as 
natural habitat and wildlife corridors in rural areas. 

Culturally, Southwest Florida’s identity is intertwined with its environment. Its economy depends on 
agriculture, fishing, and tourism. Iconic features like Myakka River State Park and Sanibel Island draw 
millions of visitors annually. The region’s different communities and agricultural traditions contribute to 
a strong conservation ethic. 

Big Waters Land Trust uses the full range of protection tools and strategies to conserve a diversity of 
land to meet the range of landowners’ needs and protect specific conservation values. Saving land has 
become more complex with time, as the easier projects have already been protected. The land left to 
conserve often involves complex negotiations with complicated family dynamics, challenging landowner 
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goals and expectations, competing land uses, conflicting neighborhood uses, and resources that do not 
neatly match existing funding programs. 

Our Plan for Land Conservation 
Our plan is calibrated to our ecological, cultural, and economic Conservation Values, with a robust set of 
metrics to measure progress towards our goals. By focusing on these values, the plan identifies 
opportunities to safeguard water quality, preserve biodiversity, mitigate climate change, enhance access 
to green spaces, and protect working landscapes that sustain local economies. 

Key elements of our plan include a land conservation strategy that identifies nine high-priority 
geographic Focus Areas for land conservation, with a detailed analysis of parcel and landowner 
partnership opportunities.  A partner and funding analysis guides collaboration and resource allocation. 
Additionally, the plan incorporates fundraising and marketing elements to align goals with long-term 
capacity and organizational sustainability. Finally, land stewardship and outreach components address 
key conservation measures and messaging that complement land conservation strategies. The 
appendices provide a detailed methodology, metadata, and summary tables for the analyses, as well as 
helpful regional resources. Only the basic elements of the conservation strategy are published. The 
remaining portions of the plan are confidential. 

By strategically targeting conservation opportunities, this plan not only addresses current environmental 
challenges but also builds a framework for future resilience in Southwest Florida’s landscapes and 
communities. It provides a roadmap for fostering partnerships and securing resources for targeted land 
conservation that will protect Southwest Florida’s natural heritage by balancing growth with the urgent 
need to protect the region’s environmental and community assets. 
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Conservation Values 
Big Waters Land Trust’s conservation work is guided by six Conservation Values: clean water, imperiled 
species, coastal resiliency, sustainable agriculture, access for all, and carbon sequestration. Through 
strategic land acquisition, land stewardship, and community outreach, Big Waters Land Trust will 
advance all of these conservation values.  

Clean Water 
Clean water is essential for life. In southwest Florida, surface water reservoirs provide drinking water for 
thousands, while coastal communities rely on clean waterways for fishing, recreation, and economic 
livelihoods. The health of these water sources depends upon the health of the landscapes around them. 
Protecting and enhancing forests, wetlands, and natural buffers is the most effective way to ensure safe 
drinking water and clean coastal waters. 

When land is cleared or developed, pollutants like eroded soil, fertilizers, and chemicals flow into rivers, 
coastal waters, and drinking water reservoirs, degrading water quality. By conserving lands that serve as 
natural water filters and storage areas, we can protect drinking water at its source and keep our rivers, 
bays, and beaches clean. Furthermore, we can enhance degraded landscapes with practices such as 
wetland restoration, forest re-establishment, or implementation of agricultural Best Management 
Practices. Such enhancements increase the land’s capacity to deliver clean-water benefits. 

Imperiled Species 
The loss of natural habitat is the greatest threat to biodiversity. As forests, wetlands, and grasslands are 
cleared or degraded, countless species lose places they need to survive. Many are already at risk of 
extinction; in fact, Florida’s State Wildlife Action Plan identifies 690 Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need. Protecting, enhancing, and restoring land is essential to support biodiversity and ensure that 
imperiled species have a future. 

While every acre conserved may provide shelter, food, and breeding areas, Big Waters Land Trust’s 
strategy focuses on landscape-scale conservation through the Florida Wildlife Corridor. Large, connected 
landscapes are functional landscapes. They support natural processes like storage of rainfall and 
floodwaters, and they permit the implementation of rejuvenating prescribed fires. Within the context of 
wildlife habitat, connected landscapes mean that wildlife can move through the landscape, enabling 
them to locate genetically unrelated breeding partners, to gather scattered resources to complete 
complex life cycles, to flee localized disasters, and to respond to changing climatic conditions. Within the 
Florida Wildlife Corridor, Big Waters Land Trust also enhances and restores degraded lands, in order to 
optimize wildlife habitat. Practices such as prescribed fire and reforestation transform degraded 
landscapes into quality wildlife habitat. Within the corridor, additional emphasis is placed on preserving 
and restoring imperiled habitat patches for rare species such as Florida scrub jay. Outside of the 
corridor, coastal marshes, mangroves, and tidal creeks are emphasized, in order to provide habitat for 
species that are not benefitted by the corridor, which is an inland feature. 
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Coastal Resiliency 
Coastal lands are our first line of defense against rising seas and intensifying storms. As sea levels rise, 
coastal marshes—vital ecosystems that buffer storm surges, filter pollutants, and provide wildlife 
habitat—must migrate inland to survive. However, if development blocks their movement, then this 
habitat is lost, increasing flooding and storm damage. Protecting and restoring coastal marsh migration 
corridors is essential to ensuring these natural defenses remain intact. 

When hurricanes and storms strike, conserved coastal lands absorb storm surges, reduce erosion, and 
lessen the impact on communities. Wetlands and natural floodplains act as sponges, soaking up excess 
water and protecting homes and infrastructure. Without these buffers, storm damage increases, leading 
to costly rebuilding efforts and greater risks to human life. 

By conserving coastal marshes, we safeguard biodiversity, fisheries, and recreational opportunities that 
drive local economies. Coastal marshes are home to species of conservation concern, such as the Pine 
Island rice rat (Oryzomys palustris ssp. planirostris) and the ornate diamondback terrapin (Malaclemys 
terrapin macrospilota).  Healthy coastal ecosystems also support commercial and recreational fishing, 
provide nursery grounds for marine life, and offer spaces for recreation.  Investing in coastal land 
protection is an investment in safety, resilience, and sustainability.  

Sustainable Agriculture 
Farmland is more than just open space—it is the foundation of our food system, rural economies, and 
the Florida Wildlife Corridor. Yet, every year, millions of acres of agricultural land are lost to 
development, threatening our ability to produce food locally, which helps Floridians have food in times 
of transportation disruptions like storms, and keeps the price of food down due to less transportation 
costs. Protecting working farmland also ensures that future generations can continue to grow healthy 
food, honor cultural heritage, and create new opportunities for future employment and economic 
development. 

Sustainable agriculture depends on healthy soils, clean water, and intact ecosystems. Conserving 
farmland helps preserve these critical resources, supports regenerative practices, and reduces pressure 
to expand farming into forests and wetlands. During hurricanes, ranchlands and farmlands keep the 
entire community safe by storing tremendous amounts of floodwater. Agricultural lands also act as 
carbon sinks, helping to mitigate climate change. Enhancing farmland with agricultural Best 
Management Practices, or BMPs, is a common-sense approach to sustainability. BMPs can increase the 
productivity of the land, while reducing costs and mitigating the long-term degradation of soil and water 
quality. Furthermore, BMPs may also increase natural resource values, including clean water and wildlife 
habitat, while maintaining a similar level of productivity. Big Waters Land Trust actively promotes the 
use of BMPs on agricultural lands and advocates for funding programs that will support farmers by 
paying for BMP implementation.  
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Access for All 
Access to open spaces is essential for physical health, mental well-being, and community connection. 
Yet, as development spreads, natural areas are disappearing, limiting opportunities for people to 
experience nature, exercise, and find respite from daily life. Protecting land ensures that everyone—
regardless of background or location—has access to parks, trails, and wild spaces. 

Conserved lands provide places for hiking, biking, fishing, and gathering with family and friends. They 
also serve as outdoor classrooms, offering children and adults the chance to connect with nature, learn 
about the environment, and develop a lifelong appreciation for conservation.  

Beyond land protection, access to existing open spaces can be further increased by adding amenities 
such as shade, sidewalks, benches, bus stops, and bike racks. Such enhancements can create friendly 
and usable spaces out of even the harshest urban conditions. 

In addition to recreation, open spaces provide clean air and water, buffer communities from storm surge 
and flooding, and bolster, support, or even drive local economies through tourism and outdoor 
recreation business.  

Carbon Sequestration 
In the fight against climate change, nature offers one of the most effective solutions: carbon storage. 
Forests, wetlands, grasslands, and farmlands act as carbon sinks, absorbing and storing vast amounts of 
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Protecting, enhancing, and restoring these landscapes is essential 
to stabilizing our climate, safeguarding biodiversity, and securing a livable future. 

When land is developed or degraded, stored carbon is released, accelerating climate change. By 
conserving intact ecosystems and enhancing degraded lands, we can prevent emissions while enhancing 
the ability of nature to capture carbon. Activities such as reforestation, wetland hydrological restoration, 
and agricultural Best Management Practices can significantly increase carbon storage. Studies show that 
common-sense, natural climate solutions could provide over a third of the emissions reductions needed 
to meet global climate targets.  
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Focus Areas Overview  
Big Waters Land Trust directs its conservation efforts toward Focus Areas, which are geographic regions 
with high concentrations of conservation values and significant development risk. Using our six 
conservation values—Clean Water, Imperiled Species, Coastal Resiliency, Sustainable Agriculture, Access 
for All, and Carbon Sequestration—we identified locations where conservation action will have the 
greatest long-term impact. 

Focus Areas serve multiple purposes: 

• Strategic Conservation Planning – They help us prioritize landscapes where protecting, restoring, 
or enhancing land will achieve multiple conservation goals. 

• Goal Setting and Measuring Progress – We can define specific conservation objectives within 
each Focus Area, such as protecting a percentage of land over a set timeframe, and track 
progress against these goals. 

• Community Engagement and Outreach – Focus Areas provide a clear framework for 
communicating with the public, funders, elected officials, and conservation partners about our 
work. 

While our work prioritizes Focus Areas, we remain open to conservation opportunities outside of these 
areas, responding to landowner interest and unique conservation opportunities on a case-by-case basis. 

Thus, clear Focus Areas direct our work, increase transparency, and clarify for all stakeholders—staff, 
board, donors, elected officials, and community—where resources will have the largest impact for 
people and nature.   

Detailed Analysis 
Our Focus Areas are grounded in ecological and social science research, geospatial data, and GIS analysis 
(See Appendix 1 for metadata and methodology). The selection process began with a GIS decision model 
that integrated 12 core data layers to map our conservation values across the seven-county region at 
the HUC12 sub-watershed level2. This analysis identified 24 priority sub-watersheds with the highest 
relative resource values and risk of development. These selected areas were then grouped into nine 
Focus Areas representing recognizable geographies and communities. To further refine our conservation 
strategy, we conducted a parcel-level analysis within each Focus Area, identifying specific properties 
that present conservation opportunities. These parcels were evaluated for common landownership, 
potential partnerships, and alignment with our conservation tools and mission. 

                                                           
2 HUC stands for Hydrologic Unit Code, and HUCs are a na�onwide standard that assigns a boundary, name, and 
number to every watershed in the country. HUC12 sub-watersheds are a common type of watershed boundary for 
conserva�on planning. While the size of HUC12s varies with topography, hydrology, and land use paterns, the 
HUC12 sub-watersheds within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area average about 30 square miles. 
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Big Waters Land Trust Focus Areas

  
© 2025 by Big Waters Land Trust. This work is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 
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Focus Areas by Conservation Value 
Big Waters Land Trust’s portfolio of Focus Areas is carefully crafted to address each organizational 
Conservation Value. This section summarizes how each Conservation Value is served by strategically 
selected Focus Areas. Following this section are detailed profiles for each Focus Area. This way, whether 
the reader is interested in a certain Conservation Value, or a certain geographic area, they can 
understand where we are working and most importantly, why. 

Clean Water 
Big Waters Land Trust’s strategic response to water quality concerns is a science-based water 
conservation strategy, designed to preserve 70% or more of the headwater sources of surface-drinking-
water supplies3. Big Waters Land Trust targets three focus areas to preserve the most important sources 
of surface drinking water in SW Florida: Myakka Ranchlands, Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh, and Upper 
Manatee River.  

In addition to drinking water, Big Waters Land Trust is strategically focused on preserving clean water 
within first-order tidal creeks that provide essential habitat for juvenile tarpon and snook. While water 
quality within the wider estuary is driven by factors beyond the scope of this conservation plan – 
namely, wastewater treatment and regional development patterns – land preservation surrounding tidal 
creeks may significantly preserve these areas as refugia and nursery habitat. Big Waters Land Trust 
selects the focus areas of Cape Coral, Charlotte Harbor, and Terra Ceia to help preserve tidal creeks.  

Imperiled Species 
Big Waters Land Trust’s response to biodiversity losses is a strategic focus on preserving, restoring and 
enhancing large landscapes within the Florida Wildlife Corridor, with an emphasis on lands containing 
intact natural habitats that support rare and endemic species, such as Florida scrub jay.  

Big Waters Land Trust targets focus areas that will conserve both terrestrial and coastal/aquatic 
biodiversity. Three focus areas emphasize terrestrial biodiversity, with a combination of panther 
corridors and imperiled habitats: Upper Manatee River, Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh, and Corkscrew 
Swamp. Balancing these upland areas, four coastal focus areas are selected to preserve the Charlotte 
Harbor National Estuary: Charlotte Harbor, Lower Myakka, Lower Peace River, and Cape Coral. These 
provide coastal marsh migration corridors and areas for estuary expansion during sea level rise. They 
also support rich biodiversity and buffer federally designated Critical Habitat for three federally listed 
species: Florida manatee (Trichechus manatus latirostris), smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata), and 
Florida bonneted bat (Eumops floridanus).  

Coastal Resiliency 
Big Waters Land Trust is strategically focused on mitigating the threats of coastal storm surge, flooding, 
and sea level rise, through conservation of coastal marsh migration corridors. The coastal focus areas of 
Terra Ceia, Lower Myakka River, and Charlotte Harbor are selected both for their risk-profile and 

                                                           
3 Open Space Ins�tute. 2024. Protec�ng Forests for Clean Water: Findings from a 10-year ini�a�ve to promote best 
prac�ces across the land and conserva�on field. 21 pp. htps://www.openspaceins�tute.org/research/protec�ng-
forests-clean-water 
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adaptive capacity. Here, GIS analysis shows concentrations of uplands adjacent to low-lying coastal 
marshes. Conserving these vulnerable, low-lying areas, along with adjacent upland areas, will allow 
marshes and mangroves to protect their inland areas from storm surge, as well as permit marshes to 
migrate upslope as sea levels rise.  

Sustainable Agriculture 
Big Waters Land Trust's private landowner partners are vital stewards of Florida’s heritage, economy, 
wildlife, and clean water. Big Waters Land Trust supports farmers within the focus areas of Myakka 
Ranchlands, Upper Manatee River, and Corkscrew Swamp, where large tracts of pastureland, row crops, 
and citrus are common. These farms balance productive agricultural use with important wetlands, 
grasslands, and forests that sustain water quality and support wildlife.  

Access for All 
Big Waters Land Trust’s approach to increasing open space access is to focus on communities where 
access to public parks and canopy shade is most needed, relative to demographic factors like population 
size. Strategically, Big Waters Land Trust elevates Cape Coral as a focus area, where investments in 
additional parks and shade are most likely to reach the greatest number of people.  

Carbon Sequestration 
Big Waters Land Trust has selected four focus areas for their co-occurrence of high carbon storage and 
other conservation values: Lower Peace River, Lower Myakka River, Charlotte Harbor, and Corkscrew 
Swamp. Within the Big Waters Land Trust service area, carbon sequestration and storage generally 
increase southward, driven by increasing coverage of wetland soils - which hold more carbon than sandy 
uplands - and increasing acreage of hardwood and cypress trees - which hold more carbon than pine 
forests. In addition, coastal focus areas such as Terra Ceia and Charlotte Harbor contain mangroves, 
seagrasses, and salt marshes that are known to store more carbon than uplands. These focus areas were 
selected in part for their carbon storage potential. 
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Focus Area Detailed Profiles 
 

Terra Ceia 
The Terra Ceia Focus Area consists of the Cockroach Bay-Terra Ceia Bay frontal sub-watershed in 
Manatee and Hillsborough Counties. This area drains into Terra Ceia and Cockroach Bay, which are part 
of Tampa Bay, a National Estuary. These bays support extensive seagrass beds, mangrove forests, and 
salt marshes that serve as critical nurseries for fish, shellfish, and other wildlife. 

This focus area was specifically created in order to enhance coastal resilience. Its upland areas adjacent 
to coastal wetlands provide opportunities for coastal marshes to migrate upslope in response to rising 
sea levels, sustaining habitats in the face of climate change. Furthermore, such areas are vulnerable to 
storm surge and their conservation will reduce total property damage.  

Additionally, the area’s natural habitats have notable carbon sequestration potential, as mangroves and 
salt marshes store significant amounts of carbon, helping to mitigate climate change. These habitats also 
provide flood protection to nearby communities by buffering storm surges and absorbing excess water 
during heavy rainfall events. Finally, conserving first-order (headwater) tidal creeks within this 
watershed will preserve essential habitat for juvenile tarpon and snook.  

The opportunity parcels identified in the Terra Ceia focus area span 5,617 acres of privately-owned land, 
divided among 39 landowners. As development pressures increase in the region, conservation efforts in 
this area are essential to preserve its ecological integrity, safeguard water quality, and enhance 
resilience to environmental challenges. 
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Terra Ceia Focus Area
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Upper Manatee River 
The Upper Manatee River Focus Area encompasses the Corbit Branch and Gilley Creek sub-watersheds 
in Manatee County. These sub-watersheds form critical headwaters to the Lake Manatee Reservoir, a 
key freshwater system that provides drinking water to the surrounding region and supports diverse 
aquatic and riparian ecosystems downstream. 

This focus area is notable for its extensive agricultural lands, which form a mosaic of pastures and citrus 
groves surrounding natural wetlands, scrub, and upland forests. Conserving lands in the Upper Manatee 
River Focus Area is crucial for protecting clean drinking water, and preservation and land management 
strategies may reduce nutrient runoff and maintain hydrologic balance. Intact wetlands within this area 
provide essential flood protection and groundwater recharge, helping to sustain the flow of the 
Manatee River and downstream estuarine systems.  

The area is also notable as a (currently) undeveloped corridor connecting Edward Chance Preserve and 
Duette Preserve. Within this corridor are critical scrub habitats that are essential to protecting the M4 
sub-population of Florida scrub jay (Aphelocoma coerulescens), located in eastern Manatee County. 
Modeling shows that this population is at risk of extirpation over the 100-year time frame unless 
additional scrub habitats are preserved and managed appropriately. Furthermore, of all the scrub jay 
populations within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area, the M4 sub-population is the largest and has 
the greatest chance of long-term survival. Big Waters Land Trust’s efforts in scrub jay protection may be 
best invested here. Florida scrub jay serves as an umbrella species for other biodiversity, including 
gopher tortoise. Of all the sub-watersheds studied by our GIS model, the Gilley Creek sub-watershed 
contains one of the highest estimates of biodiversity. 

The Upper Manatee River Focus Area also faces a high risk of development, with increasing pressure to 
transition agricultural and natural lands to residential and urban uses. This risk underscores the urgency 
of conservation efforts to promote sustainable agriculture and protect habitat connectivity, water 
resources, and the region’s rural character. 

The Focus Area spans 31,868 acres of privately-owned land, divided among 44 landowners. By 
partnering with landowners in this area, conservation efforts aim to protect drinking water supplies, 
support sustainable agricultural, and enhance biodiversity, ensuring the resilience of the Manatee River 
watershed in the face of rapid development. 
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Upper Manatee River Focus Area
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Myakka Ranchlands 
The Myakka Ranchlands Focus Area includes a cluster of five sub-watersheds in eastern Manatee and 
Sarasota Counties that reflect a diverse and ecologically significant landscape. This area supports high 
biodiversity, including Florida scrub jay habitats that are part of the M4 sub-population of scrub jays (see 
Upper Manatee River Focus Area description). Conservation efforts, including wildlife corridors and 
wetland restoration projects, aim to preserve the region’s ecological integrity. The wet pastureland 
landscapes are notable for their crested caracara, sandhill cranes, and large flocks of wading birds. 
Importantly, the focus area expands the “Myakka Island” of conservation lands, which is currently about 
130,000 acres in size. The Myakka Island is a critical core reserve of biodiversity located within the 
Florida Wildlife Corridor, and an Important Bird Landscape, as defined by National Audubon Society.  

The Owen Creek and Tatum Sawgrass Swamp sub-watersheds feature a mix of forested and marshy 
wetlands, crucial for water filtration, flood water storage, and wetland biodiversity. They flow into the 
Myakka River, Myakka River State Park and ultimately Charlotte Harbor. 

The North Cocoplum Waterway, Wildcat Slough, and Big Slough Canal sub-watersheds flow southward, 
largely bypassing the Myakka River on their way directly to Charlotte Harbor via North Port. All three 
sub-watersheds ultimately collect and drain through Myakkahatchee Creek, where North Port draws a 
portion of their drinking water.   

Land use across this focus area is dominated by a mosaic of pastureland and cattle ranches, interspersed 
with remnant natural areas. Wildcat Slough, Owen Creek, and Tatum Sawgrass Swamp are at particular 
risk of development. The Owen Creek sub-watershed is calculated by our GIS model as the most at-risk 
of development of all 136 sub-watersheds studied.   

Individual privately-owned parcels totaling almost 80,000 acres have been identified for potential 
partnership from 196 unique landowners.  

Together, these HUC12 watersheds form a vital part of the Myakka River ecosystem, balancing 
agricultural productivity with the need to sustain biodiversity and flood storage in Florida’s rapidly 
developing Gulf Coast region. 
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Myakka Ranchlands Focus Area
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Lower Myakka 
The Lower Myakka River Focus Area includes three sub-watersheds: Curry Creek, Lower Myakka River, 
and Tippecanoe Bay, located in Sarasota and Charlotte Counties. These sub-watersheds contain the 
Myakka River, a designated Wild and Scenic River known for its ecological significance and scenic 
beauty. This lower reach of the river flows through Deer Prairie Creek Preserve and Myakka State Forest 
and into Charlotte Harbor, supporting a productive estuary. 

The area is home to extensive wetlands and riparian habitats that provide critical ecosystem services 
such as flood protection and wildlife corridors along the riparian corridor of the Myakka River. The 
Myakka supports high biodiversity and is designated Critical Habitat for the federally threatened Florida 
manatee (Trichechus manatus latirostris). The Lower Myakka River sub-watershed contains the only 
natural warm-water winter refuge for manatees within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area, Warm 
Mineral Springs Creek.  

These lands also support coastal resilience by offering areas for marsh migration in response to rising 
sea levels, preserving habitat for aquatic and terrestrial species over the long term. The sub-watersheds 
of Lower Myakka River and Curry Creek have the highest concentration of marsh migration corridors 
within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area, outside of certain sub-watersheds in the Everglades, and 
were strategically prioritized over Everglades conservation due to their high risk of development.  

Charlotte Harbor is the largest and most intact coastal ecosystem within Big Waters Land Trust’s service 
area. The Lower Myakka River Focus Area, along with Charlotte Harbor, Lower Peace River, and Cape 
Coral Focus Areas, surround and protect the harbor and its tributaries. Importantly, as sea levels rise the 
most productive part of the estuary – the turbidity maximum zone – will be pushed upstream in each of 
the rivers, where the river channel narrows. This means that over time, the footprint of the area will 
shrink, and the estuary will shrink and become less productive, unless adjacent land can be flooded, 
permitting the river channel to widen naturally and become the new parts of the estuary. In this way, it 
is crucial to preserve the lands along the mouths of the three rivers – Myakka, Peace, and 
Caloosahatchee.   

The floodplains of the Lower Myakka River help mitigate the impacts of storms and protect downstream 
water quality. Conservation of first-order tidal creeks within this watershed will preserve essential 
habitat for juvenile tarpon and snook. 

The Lower Myakka River Focus Area encompasses 5,032 acres of privately-owned land, divided among 
32 landowners. Targeted conservation efforts here aim to safeguard vital wetland systems, protect the 
ecological integrity of the Wild and Scenic Myakka River, and enhance the region’s resilience to future 
environmental challenges. 

  



 
Big Waters Land Trust – 2030 Strategic Conservation Plan 27 
 

Lower Myakka Focus Area

 
  

© 2025 by Big Waters Land Trust. This work is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 







 
Big Waters Land Trust – 2030 Strategic Conservation Plan 30 
 

Lower Peace 
The Lower Peace River Focus Area encompasses the Lettuce Lake sub-watershed in DeSoto County. This 
area is part of the lower reaches of the Peace River, a critical freshwater resource for the region that 
flows into Charlotte Harbor. The Peace River and its floodplains are vital for sustaining freshwater 
ecosystems, supporting biodiversity, and providing essential ecosystem services such as water filtration 
and flood mitigation. This Focus Area was created because the wetlands and forests in this region 
capture and store significant amounts of carbon, contributing to climate change mitigation efforts. The 
Lettuce Lake sub-watershed contains the third-highest concentration of carbon stores in the Big Waters 
Land Trust service area, behind the area around the Corkscrew Swamp focus area, and the Trout Creek-
Catfish Creek Frontal sub-watershed (part of the Charlotte Harbor Focus Area). 

The Lower Peace River focus area is particularly notable as the location of RV Griffin Reserve and its 
reservoir storing water from the Peace River that supplies the Peace River Manasota Regional Water 
Supply Authority. However, land conservation within this sub-watershed will not contribute significantly 
to drinking water quality, due to the massive size of the Peace River watershed that precedes it.   

Regarding wildlife habitat, this focus area is like the Lower Myakka River in that it provides important 
riparian habitat for wading birds, fish, and other wildlife, supporting the ecological diversity of the 
Charlotte Harbor watershed. Additionally, the Lower Peace River is designated Critical Habitat for the 
federally endangered Florida bonneted bat (Eumops floridanus). Finally, conserving first-order tidal 
creeks within this watershed will preserve essential habitat for juvenile tarpon and snook.  

This focus area faces increasing pressure from development, which is expanding eastward and 
northward up Kings Highway and Highway 17, threatening natural habitats and hydrologic functions. 
Conservation efforts aim to protect these floodplains and wetlands that are so important to biodiversity 
and carbon storage. 

The Focus Area includes 14,225 acres of privately-owned land, divided among 70 landowners. Strategic 
land preservation and restoration in this area offer an opportunity to enhance biodiversity, store 
carbon, and ensure the long-term health of the Peace River watershed. 



 
Big Waters Land Trust – 2030 Strategic Conservation Plan 31 
 

Lower Peace Focus Area
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Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh 
The Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh Focus Area contains significant natural land cover and agricultural 
landscapes that help preserve connectivity between ecosystems and maintain essential ecosystem 
services. The open space in this area supports agricultural uses while also functioning as a wildlife 
corridor, offering habitat for a variety of species and maintaining ecological balance. 

The Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh Focus Area includes the Jacks Branch and Long Island Marsh sub-
watersheds in eastern Charlotte County. These sub-watersheds were selected as focus areas due to 
their dual value as sources of public drinking water, and as designated priority-one segments of the 
Florida Wildlife Corridor. 

This focus area is particularly important for protecting surface drinking water supplies, as its wetlands 
and streams play a key role in filtering and replenishing water within two separate public drinking water 
supplies. Specifically, Jacks Branch flows southward into Caloosahatchee River and the public drinking 
water supply at the Olga Water Treatment Plant, and Long Island Marsh flows westward into Prairie 
Creek and the Shell Creek/Punta Gorda Water Treatment Plant. 

Additionally, the focus area was selected for its priority-one ranking in the Florida Wildlife Corridor. The 
only other location in Big Waters Land Trust’s service area that contains priority-one corridors is the 
Corkscrew Swamp Focus Area. This corridor connects Babcock-Webb Wildlife Management Area to the 
Bright Hour Watershed Conservation Easement. Within this area are large stretches of natural land 
cover including dry prairie, an imperiled natural community type. 

While recognizing these important Conservation Values, it is also important to recognize that this focus 
area contains the least development pressure of any focus area selected. This makes land more 
affordable, but less threatened. 

The Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh Focus Area spans 60,860 acres of privately-owned land, distributed 
among 44 landowners. Conservation efforts here aim to prevent fragmentation of natural and 
agricultural lands, preserve wildlife corridors, and sustain clean public drinking water. Strategic land 
acquisitions in this area can safeguard these benefits while allowing sustainable agricultural practices to 
thrive. 
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Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh Focus Area
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Charlotte Harbor 
The Charlotte Harbor Focus Area spans five sub-watersheds in western Charlotte County: two on the 
western side of Charlotte Harbor (Trout Creek-Catfish Creek Frontal, and Buck Creek-Coral Creek 
Frontal) and three on the eastern side (Myrtle Slough-Webb Wildlife Management Area, Lower Alligator 
Creek Frontal, and Yucca Pen Creek Frontal). These sub-watersheds drain into Charlotte Harbor, a 
designated National Estuary that supports extensive mangroves, seagrass beds, and tidal creeks vital for 
fish and wildlife habitat. 

This focus area was created in two parts, and then conceptually linked together. The first part is the 
west wall of Charlotte Harbor, where Big Waters Land Trust selected the sub-watersheds based upon 
the GIS model showing high potential for coastal marsh migration corridors, as well as high carbon 
storage potential. Specifically, the sub-watershed Trout Creek-Catfish Creek Frontal contains the second-
highest concentration of carbon reserves within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area, behind the 
Everglades area (see Corkscrew Swamp Focus Area). 

The second part is the east wall of Charlotte Harbor, centered around Babcock-Webb Wildlife 
Management Area. These are the lands of the Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods Initiative, a multi-partner 
conservation priority, with an extensive acquisition and restoration plan, and two designated Florida 
Forever project areas: Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods and Charlotte Harbor Estuary. These are the only 
coastal watersheds in Big Waters Land Trust’s service area, outside of the Everglades, that could be 
protected extensively from the uplands to the estuary, resulting in the majority of the watershed being 
protected.  The watersheds’ tidal creeks are essential nursery habitat for fish and are part of the 
Charlotte Harbor Vital Tidal Creeks acquisition and restoration plan.  
 
The Charlotte Harbor focus area contains an unusually high concentration of federally designated Critical 
Habitats for federally listed species. They are designated Critical Habitat for Florida bonneted bat 
(Eumops floridanus), and Matlacha Pass is designated Critical Habitat for Florida manatee (Trichechus 
manatus latirostris) and smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata). Other noteworthy species include the 
Pine Island rice rat (Oryzomys palustris planirostris) and beautiful pawpaw (Deeringothamnus rugellii).  

Charlotte Harbor is the largest and most intact coastal ecosystem within Big Waters Land Trust’s service 
area. The Charlotte Harbor Focus Area, along with the Lower Myakka River, Lower Peace River, and Cape 
Coral Focus Areas, surround and protect the harbor and its tributaries. Importantly, as sea levels rise, 
the most productive part of the estuary – the turbidity maximum zone – will be pushed upstream in 
each of the rivers, where the river channel narrows. This means that over time, the footprint of the area 
will shrink, and the estuary will shrink and become less productive, unless adjacent land can be flooded, 
permitting the river channel to widen naturally and become the new parts of the estuary. In this way, it 
is crucial to preserve the lands along the mouths of the three rivers – Myakka, Peace, and 
Caloosahatchee.   

The Charlotte Harbor Focus Area encompasses 18,022 acres of privately-owned land, divided among 97 
landowners. Strategic land acquisition and conservation partnerships in this area offer a unique 
opportunity to conserve vital coastal ecosystems and bolster resilience to future environmental 
changes. 
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Charlotte Harbor Focus Area
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Residential property (single-family, condos, co-ops, and mobile homes) 0 0.0% 
Residential property (multi-family, retirement homes) 0 0.0% 
Non-homestead agricultural and other use-valued property 13038 72.3% 
Vacant and miscellaneous residential 471 2.6% 
Non-agricultural acreage and other undeveloped parcels 4394 24.4% 
Homestead Agricultural 119 0.7% 

 

Charlotte Harbor Selected Parcels Landowner Summary 
Number of unique landowners 97 
Number of homestead landowners (% of total) 4 (4%) 
Number of Florida-based landowners (% of total) 78 (80%) 
Average acres owned 186 
Max acres owned 1731 
Max number of parcels owned 11 
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Cape Coral 
The Cape Coral Focus Area encompasses the North Matlacha Pass Frontal, South Matlacha Pass Frontal, 
and Yellow Fever Creek-Four Mile Cove sub-watersheds in Lee County. Conservation in Cape Coral aims 
to enhance access to green spaces and recreational areas, benefiting local communities that currently 
have limited tree canopy and parks within a 10-minute walking distance.  

The City of Cape Coral, one of the largest and fastest-growing cities in Southwest Florida, is home to 
over 200,000 residents. Despite boasting more than 52 public parks, the community has one of the 
lowest park-to-population ratios in the region, along with limited tree canopy shade and an extensive 
canal network that disrupts walking between neighborhoods. According to the Trust for Public Land 
ParkServe model, an estimated 84% of residents do not live within a 10-minute walking distance of a 
park, as compared to just 19% in the City of Sarasota. Part of Cape Coral, defined as the Yellow-Fever 
Creek Fourmile Cove sub-watershed, contains the greatest concentration of underserved areas within 
Big Waters Land Trust’s service area: 256 census blocks. By way of comparison, the next greatest need is 
in Ft Myers - the Orange Creek-Whiskey Creek Frontal sub-watershed – with just 156 underserved 
census blocks, and the third-greatest need is Philippee Creek [sic] sub-watershed, with 122 underserved 
census blocks (less than half that of Cape Coral). What this model suggests is that investments in park 
and shade access are most-likely to benefit the greatest number of people if they are invested in Cape 
Coral, all other things being equal.  

At the same time, these watersheds drain into Charlotte Harbor, a designated National Estuary that 
supports mangroves, seagrass beds, essential nursery habitats for fish and shellfish, and designated 
Critical Habitat for federally listed species, smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata) and Florida manatee 
(Trichechus manatus latirostris). Despite dense urban and suburban development dominating the area, 
the fringing coastal wetlands are protected, so upland areas remain a priority for conservation due to 
their role in providing coastal marsh migration corridors. Similarly, undeveloped tidal creeks remain a 
conservation priority. Finally, all upland areas, developed or natural, may serve as critical resting areas 
for neo-tropical migratory birds. Due to limited opportunities, there is urgency to conserve and restore 
remaining natural spaces.  

The Cape Coral Focus Area includes 3,536 acres of privately-owned land divided among 52 landowners. 
Land acquisition here offers an opportunity to balance urban growth with the need for accessible green 
spaces, improved water quality, and the preservation of critical coastal ecosystems. 
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Corkscrew Swamp 
The Corkscrew Swamp Focus Area includes the East Corkscrew Swamp and South Corkscrew Swamp 
sub-watersheds in Collier County. These sub-watersheds are part of a vast wetland system that feeds 
into the Corkscrew Regional Ecosystem Watershed (CREW) and supports the Big Cypress Basin, a critical 
freshwater resource for Southwest Florida. The area contains extensive cypress swamps, marshes, and 
wet prairies that provide habitat for iconic species such as the wood stork and Florida panther. 

This focus area was selected for the primary purposes of preserving priority-one corridors within the 
Florida Wildlife Corridor, as well as preserving natural carbon stores. Big Waters Land Trust’s service 
area contains only two areas of priority-one corridors: the area around Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh, 
and the area around this focus area. However, unlike Jacks Branch-Long Island Marsh, the Corkscrew 
Swamp is federally designated primary habitat for Florida panther.  

Regarding carbon storage, the Everglades contains the greatest concentration of natural carbon storage 
within Big Waters Land Trust’s service area; Big Waters Land Trust limited the Focus Area to the two 
sub-watersheds within the Everglades that are the most at-risk of development. Additionally, these sub-
watersheds form a critical link between CREW and the Florida Panther National Wildlife Refuge, making 
it stand out from other parts of the Everglades.  

The focus area spans 56,313 acres of privately-owned land, divided among 14 landowners. The area is 
largely undeveloped, but significant areas of citrus groves may make this area more vulnerable to future 
development. Strategic land conservation and restoration efforts can help prevent habitat loss, enhance 
water quality, and safeguard the region’s freshwater resources. By conserving this area, we can sustain 
the ecological integrity of one of Southwest Florida’s most important panther habitats and wetland 
systems. 
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Corkscrew Swamp Focus Area
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number of parcels owned, total acreage owned, total homestead exempt value, and total just value 
(Appendix 5). 

Excel Pivot Tables were used to generate summary statistics for selected parcels (Appendix 3) and 
unique landowners (Appendix 4), both overall and for each focus area including: 

• Total acres of selected parcels 
• Number of selected parcels 
• Average parcel acreage 
• Max parcel acreage 
• Number of homestead parcels 
• Total acres homestead parcels 
• Total just value of selected parcels 
• Just value per acre 
• Total acres for each land use 
• Number of unique landowners 
• Number of homestead landowners 
• Number of Florida-based landowners 
• Average acres owned 
• Max acres owned 
• Max number of parcels owned 
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Appendix 7 - Helpful Regional Planning Resources 
 
Coastal & Heartland National Estuary Partnership (CHNEP). 2019b. Habitat Restoration Needs Plan. 

Environmental Science Associates. 118 pp. https://www.chnep.org/publications 

Coastal & Heartland National Estuary Partnership (CHNEP). 2020. Habitat Restoration Needs Plan Phase 
II: Report Addendum for the CHNEP Expansion Area. Environmental Science Associates. 62 pp. 
https://www.chnep.org/publications 

Coastal & Heartland National Estuary Partnership (CHNEP). 2025. From Heartland to Coast. Protecting 
our water, wildlife, and future. Comprehensive conservation and management plan for the CHNEP 
area in Central and Southwest Florida. Update 2019. 206 pp. https://www.chnep.org/our-plan 

Cortez, C., Seidel, V., Diamond, C., Mandell, E. 2020. Economic Valuation of the Coastal & Heartland 
National Estuary Partnership Area. The Balmoral Group, Winter Park, FL. 
https://www.chnep.org/publications 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC). 2016. A Guide to Climate Change Adaptation 
for Conservation- Version 1. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. 295 pp. 
https://myfwc.com/conservation/special-initiatives/climate-change/adapt/ 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC). 2019. Florida's Wildlife Legacy Initiative: 
Florida's State Wildlife Action Plan. Tallahassee, Florida. https://myfwc.com/conservation/special-
initiatives/swap/ 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC). 2022. Florida’s Endangered and Threatened 
Species; C. Sunquist-Blunden and N. Montero-McAllister. 15 pp. 
https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/reports/ 

Graham, W.D., K.J. Schlatter, A.S. Braswell, M. Brenner, M.J. Cohen, M.J. Deitch, T.G. Gebremicael, A.B. 
Shortelle, and M.C. Sukop. 2023. Florida Wildlife Corridor Water Benefits Report. An Independent 
Assessment led by the University of Florida Water Institute for Archbold Biological Station and the 
Live Wildly Foundation. 200 pp. https://www.archbold-station.org/projects/water-and-wildlife-
corridors/ 

Polsky C, Baldwin J, Adams DC, Clark R, Donovan V, Emrich C, Glickman S, Hoctor T, Klizentyte K, 
Mitchum G, Noss R, O’Brien M, Owosina A, Pate E, Vogel J, Volk M, Zierden D. 2024. The Florida 
Wildlife Corridor and Climate Change: Managing Florida’s Natural and Human Landscapes for 
Prosperity and Resilience. An Independent Assessment Led by Florida Atlantic University for 
Archbold Biological Station. 144 pp. https://www.archbold-station.org/projects/water-and-wildlife-
corridors/ 

Robison, D., T. Ries, J. Saarinen, D. Tomasko, and C. Sciarrino. 2020. Tampa Bay Estuary Program 2020 
Habitat Master Plan Update. Technical Report #07-20 of the Tampa Bay Estuary Program. Final 
report prepared by Environmental Science Associates. 136 pp. + appendix. 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Hp0l_qtbxp1JxKJoGatdyuANSzQrpL0I/view 

https://myfwc.com/conservation/special-initiatives/swap/
https://myfwc.com/conservation/special-initiatives/swap/
https://www.archbold-station.org/projects/water-and-wildlife-corridors/
https://www.archbold-station.org/projects/water-and-wildlife-corridors/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Hp0l_qtbxp1JxKJoGatdyuANSzQrpL0I/view
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Sarasota Bay Estuary Program (SBEP). 2022. Comprehensive Conservation & Management Plan: 2022 
Update | Restoration & Resilience. 201 pp. https://sarasotabay.org/about-sbep/our-plan/ 

Southeast Conservation Adaptation Strategy: Blueprint 2024. https://secassoutheast.org/blueprint 

Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD). 2002. Sarasota Bay Surface Water 
Improvement and Management (SWIM) Plan Update. 49 pp. 
https://www.swfwmd.state.fl.us/projects/swim 

Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD). 2020. Charlotte Harbor Surface Water 
Improvement and Management (SWIM) Plan Update. 112 pp. 
https://www.swfwmd.state.fl.us/projects/swim 

Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD). 2023. Tampa Bay Surface Water 
Improvement and Management (SWIM) Plan Update., Br. 114 pp. 
https://www.swfwmd.state.fl.us/projects/swim 

Tampa Bay Estuary Program (TBEP). 2024. Comprehensive Conservation & Management Plan: 2024 
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