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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
This report documents the Protected Species Management and Human-Wildlife Coexistence Plan for 
Raptor Bay Towers (Project). The management plan contained in this report pertains to the American 
alligator (Alligator mississippiensis), Eastern indigo snake (Drymarchon couperi), gopher tortoise 
(Gopherus polyphemus), and wading birds.  
 
The Project totals 55.16± acres and is located in Section 7, Township 47 South, Range 25 East, Lee 
County (Appendix A). More specifically, the property is located off of Coconut Road, approximately 
1.5 miles west of US 41 and approximately 2.28 miles south of Corkscrew Road.  The Project site is 
currently an active golf course and is adjacent to the Hyatt Coconut Plantation (Timeshares), Raptor 
Bay Golf Clubhouse, and Estero Bay Aquatic Preserve. 
 
 
2.0 LISTED SPECIES SURVEYS 
 
Passarella & Associates, Inc. (PAI) conducted a Lee County protected species survey (PSS) on the 
Project site on August 9, 2016.  The survey was conducted to meet Lee County Land Development 
Code (LDC) Chapter 10, Article III, Division 8 (Protection of Habitat) standards. Two Lee County 
protected species were documented during the PSS. The protected wildlife species documented 
included the American alligator and gopher tortoise. 
 
Table 1 summarizes the listed wildlife species that have been documented during the PSS and other 
fieldwork on the Project site.  
 
Table 1. Listed Wildlife Species Documented 
 

Common Name Scientific Name Listing Status 
FWCC USFWS 

Reptiles 
American Alligator Alligator mississipiensis FT(S/A) T(S/A) 
Gopher Tortoise Gopherus polyphemus ST * 

 
FWCC – Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 
USFWS – U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
FT(S/A) – Federally Threatened Due to Similarity of Appearance 
ST – State Threatened 
T(S/A) – Threatened Due to Similarity of Appearance 
*The gopher tortoise is currently listed as a candidate species by the USFWS. 
 
 
3.0 CONSERVATION AREA  
 
The proposed conservation area is part of a larger, previously permitted conservation easement 
totaling 332.4± acres. The conservation area will be maintained in accordance with South Florida 
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Water Management District (SFWMD) Environmental Resource Permit (ERP) No. 36-3813-P, 
issued July 13, 2000, to provide habitat for listed species.  
 
The Project has been designed to minimize impacts to the listed species that have been identified on 
the property and other listed wildlife species that could potentially utilize the site. The site plan 
(Appendix B) avoids impacts to existing native vegetation habitats by limiting development to areas 
of an existing golf course.  
 
The conservation area will be managed for listed species based on habitat type and current listed 
species utilization. Target listed species include the Eastern indigo snake, American alligator, gopher 
tortoise, and state-listed wading birds. 
 
 
4.0 EASTERN INDIGO SNAKE MANAGEMENT PLAN  
 
The Eastern indigo snake has not been observed on-site; however, the following plan outlines the 
protection guidelines that will be implemented for the Eastern indigo snake during staging and 
construction operations for the Project. The plan provides educational material and guidelines for 
construction personnel to follow in the event they encounter an Eastern indigo snake. The plan has 
been prepared following the guidelines established by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 
The Eastern indigo snake is a federally threatened species and is listed by the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA). It is unlawful for anyone to injure, harm, harass, or kill this species. Persons who 
knowingly violate provisions of the ESA, that afford this species protection, may be subject to fine 
and/or imprisonment.  
 

4.1 Biology 
 
The Eastern indigo snake is a large, non-poisonous, glossy black snake with smooth 
iridescent scales. The chin and throat may be rusty or white-blotched. The juvenile snakes are 
similar to the adults, but may be lighter and exhibit a blotched dorsal pattern. Adults can 
grow to lengths over eight feet. The Eastern indigo snake might be confused with the black 
racer (Coluber constrictor), but the black racer exhibits a white or brown throat and is 
smaller and lighter in build. 

 
The Eastern indigo snake inhabits a range of habitat types including pine flatwoods and wet 
prairies. Individuals are wide ranging and may utilize an area of 250 acres or more. Eastern 
indigo snakes are known to shelter in gopher tortoise burrows. The Eastern indigo snake is 
diurnal (active only during the daytime) and will actively search for prey. Prey may include 
frogs, snakes, birds, and small mammals. Very little is known of the reproduction of this 
species in the wild. Breeding is believed to occur during the winter and early spring months 
with up to 11 large white eggs being deposited in late spring and early summer.  
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4.2 Habitat Management Plan 
 
The USFWS’ Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake (2013) will be 
followed prior to and during construction activities. The Standard Protection Measures 
include the placement of posters at strategic locations on the construction site and along 
proposed access roads clearly visible to construction staff. The posters include a description 
and photograph of the Eastern indigo snake, its protection status, and instructions in the event 
that one is observed. In addition, informational brochures will be provided to all construction 
staff.   
 
The conservation area will be maintained per SFWMD ERP No. 36-3813-P and will provide 
habitat for the Eastern indigo snake. 
 
Problematic encounters between future residents and Eastern indigo snakes are not 
anticipated. Construction personnel, maintenance staff, and homeowners will be informed 
that the Eastern indigo snake is a protected species.  
 
 

5.0 AMERICAN ALLIGATOR MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
One juvenile American alligator was observed in the lake on-site during the PSS. No alligator nests 
were observed; however, potential nesting and additional foraging habitat (i.e., wetlands, and 
saltwater marshes) exist on-site. The following plan outlines the protection guidelines that will be 
implemented for the American alligator during clearing operations for the Project. The American 
alligator is listed as threatened (due to similarity of appearance) by the USFWS and the Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWCC). 
   

5.1 Biology 
 
The American alligator is a reptile with an elongated, armored, lizard-like body with a 
muscular flat tail. Adult alligators are dark with a pale underside while juveniles have bright 
yellow stripes and blotches. The average size for adults is 8.2 feet for females and 11.2 feet 
for males. The body weight can reach up to one-half ton. American alligators inhabit all 
counties in the state of Florida and are most common in the major river drainage basins and 
large lakes in the central and southern portions of the state. They also can be found in 
marshes, swamps, ponds, drainage canals, phosphate-mine settling ponds, and ditches. 
Alligators are tolerant of poor water-quality and occasionally inhabit brackish marshes along 
the coast. A few even venture into saltwater. Individuals are wide ranging and some males 
may utilize an area of two square miles or more. Individuals of both sexes are most likely to 
become more active and extend their ranges during the April to May courtship and breeding 
season. Prey may include frogs, snakes, birds, and small mammals, although alligators are 
opportunistic feeders and may prey on what is readily available. Larger individuals often 
prefer carrion to fresh meat.  
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5.2 Habitat Management Plan 
 
The proposed Project will not impact the American alligator. Alligators commonly move 
from water body to water body in response to factors such as season, disturbances, food 
supply, etc. The American alligator is listed as a federally threatened species (by similarity of 
appearance). Only representatives of the FWCC are authorized to handle nuisance alligators. 
 If an alligator is present within the limits of construction at the time of clearing, work within 
the immediate vicinity of the alligator will be halted and the animal will be allowed to move 
out and into safer territory. Once the alligator has moved, work can be restarted. If an active 
alligator nest is found, it will be temporarily protected with an adequate buffer zone until the 
hatchlings leave the nest. 
 
High quality American alligator habitat is available on-site in the existing conservation 
easement and the proposed lakes. The conservation area includes mangrove, saltwater marsh, 
and pine upland habitats which are suitable as habitat, and/or provide suitable habitat for 
alligator prey species. The conservation area will be maintained in accordance with SFWMD 
ERP No. 36-3813-P.   
 
 

6.0 GOPHER TORTOISE MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
The goal of the management plan is to relocate existing gopher tortoises from the development area 
and maintain suitable gopher tortoise habitat within the on-site conservation area.  This will be 
accomplished through pre-construction surveys, excavation of burrows and relocation of tortoises 
from the development area, and the preservation and enhancement of existing upland habitat in the 
conservation area.  The FWCC Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines will be followed.  Long-term 
management will be continued to ensure that the exotic vegetation does not reinvade the preserves 
and the gopher tortoise foraging and burrowing habitat is maintained.   
 

6.1 Biology 
 
The gopher tortoise is a large, terrestrial turtle averaging 23 to 28 centimeters (9 to 11 inches) 
in shell length.  Maximum length is around 38 centimeters (15 inches).  The gopher tortoise 
is characterized by stumpy, elephantine hind feet and flattened, shovel-like forelimbs adapted 
for digging.  The tan, brown, or gray carapace (top portion of the shell) is domed and oblong. 
The plastron (bottom portion of the shell) is somewhat concave in males.  Growth annuli 
may be conspicuous, particularly in juveniles.  Hatchlings are approximately 4.4 centimeters 
(1.7 inches) in length and are yellowish-orange in color. 
 
The gopher tortoise occurs in the Southeastern Coastal Plain of the United States from 
Eastern Louisiana to Southeastern South Carolina and throughout Florida.  In Florida, gopher 
tortoises occur in portions of all 67 counties.  Gopher tortoises inhabit a wide variety of 
upland vegetative communities.  Three environmental conditions are especially important for 
gopher tortoises: well-drained, sandy soil in which to burrow; adequate low-growing 
herbaceous ground cover for food; and relatively open sunlit areas for nesting.  The gopher 
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tortoise is primarily associated with longleaf pine-scrub oak woodlands (sandhills), but it is 
also found in sand pine scrub, coastal strands, live oak hammocks, dry prairies, pine 
flatwoods, and mixed hardwood-pine communities.  Disturbed habitats, such as roadsides, 
fencerows, clearings, and old fields often support relatively high tortoise densities. 
 
Gopher tortoises excavate burrows averaging 4.5 meters (14.8 feet) in length and 2 meters 
(6.6 feet) in depth and wide enough to allow them to turn around at any point.  These 
burrows provide protection from temperature extremes, desiccation, and predators; and serve 
as refuges for a variety of other animals.  The placement and depth of burrows vary with the 
soil type, geographic location, and ground water levels.  An individual tortoise may use more 
than one burrow and may excavate new burrows at any time during its life. 
 
Gopher tortoise densities and movements are affected by the amount of herbaceous ground 
cover present.  Generally, feeding activity is confined to within 50 meters (164 feet) of the 
burrow.  Principal foods include grasses, legumes, and grasslike plants of the sedge and aster 
families.  Legumes appear to be particularly important in the diet of juveniles.  Fruits such as 
blackberries, pawpaws, gopher apples, and saw palmetto berries are also consumed. 
 
6.2 Pre-Site Development 
 
The applicant will adhere to the FWCC Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines.  Prior to site 
clearing activities, a conservation permit will be obtained from the FWCC for the relocation 
of gopher tortoises that may be located within the development area.  All potentially 
occupied burrows will be excavated within the limits of construction for the Project.  
Removal of the vegetation and heavier overburden material will be removed by a backhoe.  
The finer digging around the burrow will be done by hand with a shovel.  All excavation 
activities will be overseen by an FWCC Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent. 
 
Gopher tortoises and their commensals will be relocated to the on-site conservation area or to 
an FWCC-approved off-site location.  If the tortoises are to be relocated on-site, the applicant 
will obtain a permit from the FWCC authorizing the on-site conservation area as an 
acceptable relocation area. 
 
6.3 Habitat Management Plan 
 
Uplands within the conservation area will be maintained to enhance gopher tortoise habitat.  
 
 

7.0 WADING BIRD MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
Although no nesting activity was observed, wetlands and other native areas on-site have the potential 
to be used by wading birds for foraging and nesting.  The following management plan has been 
prepared for the purpose of addressing the management of potential wading bird habitat on the site.  
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7.1 Habitat Management Plan 
 
The Project will not directly impact wetlands that provide suitable nesting habitat for wading 
birds. The Project includes conservation area which may be used as wading bird habitat. 
Extensive foraging areas will be provided through the conservation of wetlands and creation 
of lakes.  Ongoing management of the existing wetlands in the conservation area through the 
removal of invasive exotic plants will result in habitats that are suitable for wading bird 
foraging and roosting.  
 
In addition, littoral shelves will be constructed along any new or altered lake edges and 
planted with native wetland vegetation per LDC requirements. These additional wetland 
features will provide quality foraging habitat for wading bird species. 
 
Problematic encounters between future residents and wading birds are not anticipated. 
Construction personnel, maintenance staff, and homeowners will be informed that the 
wading birds are a protected species. 
 
 

8.0 HUMAN-WILDLIFE COEXISTENCE PLAN 
 

8.1 Eastern Indigo Snake  
 
The USFWS’s Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake (August 2013) 
will be followed prior to and during construction activities.  The Standard Protection 
Measures include the placement of posters at strategic locations on the construction site and 
along proposed access roads clearly visible to construction staff.  The posters include a 
description and photograph of the Eastern indigo snake, its protection status, and instructions 
in the event that one is observed.  In addition, informational brochures will be provided to all 
construction staff.  The USFWS’s Standard Protection Measures, including the poster and 
brochure can be found at http://www.fws.gov/verobeach/listedspeciesreptiles.html.  A copy 
of the brochure is provided in Appendix C.   
 
8.2 American Alligator  
 
Signs will be posted on the subject property to instruct on-site workers and homeowners not 
to feed or harass the American alligator.  The signs will indicate that the offense is 
punishable by law.  The typical signage is provided as Appendix D.   
 
The FWCC educational brochure entitled “A Guide to Living with Alligators” (Appendix E) 
will be provided to homeowners and maintenance staff.  The brochure can be found at 
http://myfwc.com/media/152524/Alligator_Brochure.pdf.  

 
Construction personnel and homeowners will be instructed that in the event there is a 
problem with a persistent nuisance alligator, they will need to contact the FWCC, as that is 
the only agency empowered to handle nuisance alligators. 

http://myfwc.com/media/152524/Alligator_Brochure.pdf
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8.3 Gopher Tortoise  
 
The FWCC educational brochure entitled “A guide to living with gopher tortoises” 
(Appendix F) will be provided to homeowners and maintenance staff.  The brochure can be 
found at http://myfwc.com/media/1329739/GopherTortoise_LivingWithBrochure.pdf. 
 
8.4 Wading Bird  
 
A brochure prepared by PAI entitled “Wading Bird Informational Pamphlet” (Appendix G) 
will be provided to homeowners and maintenance staff.  The brochure provides wading bird 
information and methods to prevent human-wading bird interactions. 

 
 
9.0 PRESERVE SIGNAGE AND COMMUNITY EDUCATION PLAN 
 
Signs identifying the conservation area as a “nature preserve area” will be installed along the 
boundary of the conservation area. The signage will include language stating, “No dumping allowed” 
(Appendix D). The signs will be spaced a maximum of 200 feet apart and will be no closer than ten 
feet from residential property lines, and be limited to a maximum height of four feet and a maximum 
size of two square feet.   
 
Community informational and educational brochures, such as those providing information on the 
Eastern indigo snake (Appendix C), may be created and provided as needed to keep residents in 
compliance with conservation easements, wildlife regulations, etc.  Continued education will ensure 
that the community is well-informed regarding the preserves and wildlife coexistence. 

 
 

10.0 REFERENCES 
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 2013. Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake. 

South Florida Ecological Services Office. Vero Beach, Florida. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

EASTERN INDIGO SNAKE 
INFORMATIONAL PAMPHLET 

 
 



Killing, harming, or harassing indigo 
snakes is strictly prohibited and 
punishable under State and Federal Law. 
 
 
Only individuals currently authorized 
through an issued Incidental Take Statement 
in association with a USFWS Biological 
Opinion, or by a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit 
issued by the USFWS, to handle an eastern 
indigo snake are allowed to do so. 
 
 
LEGAL STATUS:  The eastern indigo 
snake is classified as a Threatened species 
by both the USFWS and the Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Conservation Commission. 
“Taking” of eastern indigo snakes is 
prohibited by the Endangered Species Act 
without a permit. “Take” is defined by the 
USFWS as an attempt to kill, harm,  harass, 
pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, trap, capture, 
collect, or engage in any such conduct. 
Penalties include a maximum fine of 
$25,000 for civil violations and up to 
$50,000 and/or imprisonment for criminal 
offenses, if convicted. 
 
 

 
 ATTENTION: 

THREATENED EASTERN INDIGO 
SNAKES MAY BE PRESENT ON 

THIS SITE!!! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please read the following 
information provided by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

to become familiar with 
standard protection measures 
for the eastern indigo snake. 

 
 

Photo: Dirk Stevenson 

August 12, 2013 



IF YOU SEE A LIVE EASTERN 
INDIGO SNAKE ON THE SITE:  
  

• Cease clearing activities and allow 
the eastern indigo snake sufficient 
time to move away from the site 
without interference.  

• Personnel must NOT attempt to 
touch or handle snake due to 
protected status.   

• Take photographs of the snake, if 
possible, for identification and 
documentation purposes.   

• Immediately notify supervisor or the 
applicant’s designated agent, and the 
appropriate U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS) office, with the 
location information and condition of 
the snake.   

• If the snake is located in a vicinity 
where continuation of the clearing or 
construction activities will cause 
harm to the snake, the activities must 
halt until such time that a 
representative of the USFWS returns 
the call (within one day) with further 
guidance as to when activities may 
resume. 

  

IF YOU SEE A DEAD EASTERN 
INDIGO SNAKE ON THE SITE: 
  

• Cease clearing activities and 
immediately notify supervisor or the 
applicant’s designated agent, and the 
appropriate USFWS office, with the 
location information and condition of 
the snake.   

• Take photographs of the snake, if 
possible, for identification and 
documentation purposes.   

• Thoroughly soak the dead snake in 
water and then freeze the specimen. 
The appropriate wildlife agency will 
retrieve the dead snake.   

  
USFWS Florida Field Offices to be 
contacted if a live or dead eastern indigo 
snake is encountered: 
 
North Florida ES Office – (904) 731-3336  
Panama City ES Office – (850) 769-0552  
South Florida ES Office – (772) 562-3909  
 
 
 
 

DESCRIPTION:  The eastern indigo snake is 
one of the largest non-venomous snakes in North 
America, with individuals often reaching up to 8 
feet in length. They derive their name from the 
glossy, blue-black color of their scales above 
and uniformly slate blue below. Frequently, they 
have orange to coral reddish coloration in the 
throat area, yet some specimens have been 
reported to only have cream coloration on the 
throat. These snakes are not typically aggressive 
and will attempt to crawl away when disturbed. 
Though indigo snakes rarely bite, they should 
NOT be handled.   
 
SIMILAR SNAKES:  The black racer is the 
only other solid black snake resembling the 
eastern indigo snake. However, black racers 
have a white or cream chin, thinner bodies, and 
WILL BITE if handled. 
 
LIFE HISTORY:  The eastern indigo snake 
occurs in a wide variety of terrestrial habitat 
types throughout Florida. Although they have a 
preference for uplands, they also utilize some 
wetlands and agricultural areas. Eastern indigo 
snakes will often seek shelter inside gopher 
tortoise burrows and other below- and above-
ground refugia, such as other animal burrows, 
stumps, roots, and debris piles. Females may lay 
from 4 - 12 white eggs as early as April through 
June, with young hatching in late July through 
October. 
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APPENDIX E 
 

AMERICAN ALLIGATOR  
INFORMATIONAL PAMPHLET 
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APPENDIX F 
 

GOPHER TORTOISE 
INFORMATIONAL PAMPHLET 



 A guide to living with

gopher 
tortoises

Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission
MyFWC.comprinted on recycled paper

Before you bulldoze
Before you clear land, learn the law. Visit  
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise or call the gopher 
tortoise conservation biologist in your region. 
Request a permitting fact sheet and remember 
gopher tortoises must be relocated before any land 
clearing or development takes place. Property 
owners must obtain permits from the FWC before 
tortoises can be moved. Depending on the type of 
permit, you may be permitted to move the tortoises 
yourself or you may need to contact an authorized 
agent. 

Tips for horse owners
Gopher tortoises often dig their burrows in pastures, 
which can be a challenge to horse farm owners 
who are concerned their horses may step into the  
burrows and be injured. For tips on how to avoid 
potential horse-tortoise conflicts, visit    
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise or call the gopher 
tortoise conservation biologist in your region. 

Gopher tortoise fast facts
n  Gopher tortoise burrows average seven feet deep 

and 15 feet long but may be more than 40 feet long. 
n  A tortoise may have multiple burrows within the 

area it spends most of its time.
n  Burrow openings are half-moon shaped with the 

curve at the top, and its size is a fair representation of 
the size of the tortoise. Burrows with round openings 
have generally been taken over by an armadillo.

n  Adult tortoises are generally 9-11 inches long and 
weigh 7-9 pounds.

n  Females begin to reproduce when they are 9-21 
years old (age depends on local conditions); males begin 
slightly younger.

n  They breed March-October but generally dig 
nests in May and June. One clutch is laid per year with 
an average of six eggs. Many eggs never hatch because 
they are eaten by mammals, birds and snakes.

n  The biggest threat to the gopher tortoises’ long-
term survival is loss of habitat.

Wildlife Alert Reward Program
It is against the law to kill, harass or destroy gopher 
tortoises, their burrows or eggs. If you suspect illegal 
activity, you can report it anonymously to FWC’s 
Wildlife Alert Hotline at 888-404-3922, 24 hours a day 
or online at MyFWC.com/law/Alert. You could be eligible 
for a reward if your information leads to an arrest. 

Northwest Region
3911 Highway 2321
Panama City, FL 32409-1658 
850-265-3676

North Central Region
3377 East U.S. Highway 90
Lake City, FL 32055-8795
386-758-0525

Northeast Region
1239 S.W. 10th Street 
Ocala, FL 34471-0323
352-732-1225

Southwest Region
3900 Drane Field Road
Lakeland, FL 33811-1299
863-648-3200

South Region
8535 Northlake Boulevard 
West Palm Beach, FL 33412
561-625-5122

For more on any information in this brochure, or 
for Gopher Tortoise Management Plan or permitting 
information, please call the gopher tortoise conservation 
biologist in your region listed above, or call   
850-488-3831, or visit MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise. 

David Moynahan

R
obert La Follette

C
liff Leonard



The gopher tortoise in Florida
Where they live: high and dry
The gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) is a 
medium size land turtle with large, stumpy hind 
legs and flattened, shovel-like front legs it uses to 
dig burrows in sandy soil. These burrows provide a 
home and refuge for the tortoise and more than 350 
species of wild animals and insects that share the 
same habitat.

Gopher tortoises occur in parts of all 67 counties 
in Florida, but prefer high, dry, sandy places such 
as longleaf pine and oak sandhills. They also live in 
scrub, dry hammocks, pine flatwoods, dry prairies, 
coastal grasslands and dunes, mixed hardwood-pine 
communities and a variety of disturbed habitats, 
such as pasture lands.

What they eat
Gopher tortoises graze naturally on a wide variety of 
plant types, including broadleaf grasses, wiregrass, 
prickly pear cactus, wild grape, blackberry, 
blueberry, beautyberry and many more. They 
generally feed within about 160 feet of their burrows, 
but have been known to travel more than twice 
that distance to meet their foraging and nutritional 
needs. 

A keystone species
Wildlife experts call the gopher tortoise a “keystone 
species” because it is the backbone of the plant and 
wildlife community in which it lives. Without the 
tortoise, the populations of more than 350 wildlife 
species that seek refuge or live in the burrows would 
be greatly reduced, if not eliminated. The species that 
depend upon tortoise burrows are called commensals 
and include the indigo snake, pine snake, gopher frog, 
opossum, burrowing owl, Florida mouse, gopher cricket 
and scarab beetle. 

Protecting and managing
Gopher tortoises have lived for millions of years, 
but biologists who study these ancient reptiles are 
concerned we may lose them entirely unless we do 
more to protect and conserve them and their rapidly 
disappearing habitat.

In 2007, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission (FWC) listed the gopher tortoise as a 
threatened species and created a plan to manage 
and protect these unique reptiles. The plan is a 
blueprint of conservation objectives and actions which 
includes guidelines for landowners whose property 
contains gopher tortoises, habitat acquisition plans 
and permitting guidelines all designed to ensure the 
tortoises’ habitat needs are met now and in the future. 

Legal protection
It is against the law to damage, destroy, harass or kill 
gopher tortoises, their burrows or their eggs. Gopher 
tortoises must be moved out of harm’s way before any 
land clearing or development takes place. Permits are 
required from the FWC before handling or moving 
tortoises. 

Living in your yard
If a gopher tortoise is living in your yard, embrace the 
opportunity to learn about a threatened species and 
help the conservation efforts. Here are a few tips:

n  Leave the tortoise alone and keep dogs and small 
children away from it and its burrow.

n  Use tortoise-friendly plants to landscape your 
yard. In addition to providing excellent food for the 
tortoise, the plants will require very little watering once 
established. For a list of suitable plants visit   
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise.

n  Allow the tortoise to come and go freely from 
your yard. Fencing it in or restricting its movements in 
any way is against the law.

n  It is acceptable to trim tall grass around the 
burrow if necessary but leave the burrow and mound 
alone.

n  If possible, avoid mowing, digging, driving over 
or otherwise disturbing the area right around the 
burrow, which includes the entrance apron and 25 feet 
beyond the burrow opening.

n  Never block the entrance to the burrow, it could 
harm the tortoise or prevent its exit.

n A burrow should not compromise the integrity of 
a foundation or mound septic system, but the gopher 
tortoise conservation biologist in your region can offer 
you options. 

Crossing the road
n  Do not take the tortoise with you.
n  If it is in the roadway you can move it across the 

road in the direction in which it was headed. Do not 
put your life in danger to move the tortoise.

n  Do not put the tortoise in the water. Gopher 
tortoises are terrestrial turtles which means they live 
on land.

Living in your neighborhood
Gopher tortoises and their burrows are often found 
on undeveloped lots in neighborhoods that were 
built in gopher tortoise habitat. The last remaining 
tortoises in a community sometimes take refuge on 
these habitat islands scattered among home sites. 
If your neighborhood has some of these reptilian 
residents, keep the following in mind:

n Before a lot can be developed, any gopher 
tortoises present must, by law, be moved out of 
harm’s way before land clearing begins. Property 
owners must obtain permits from the FWC before 
moving gopher tortoises.

n If a lot is about to be developed, you can search 
the online gopher tortoise permitting database at 
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise to see if a permit to 
move the tortoise(s) has been issued. You can also 
call the gopher tortoise conservation biologist in your 
region.

n  If there is no land clearing or construction 
activity on the lot, leave the tortoises alone.

n If you suspect a violation has occurred or 
is about to occur, call the FWC’s toll free Wildlife 
Alert Hotline at 888-404-3922 or report it online at 
MyFWC.com/law/Alert.

Sick or injured 
n  Sometimes it’s better to just leave a sick or 

injured gopher tortoise alone and let it return to its 
burrow to heal.

n  You may pick up an injured tortoise to 
transport it for treatment if necessary.

n Call the nearest FWC regional office to find 
a wildlife rehabilitator in the area or take it to a 
veterinarian.

n  If you think the injury is the result of a 
violation and you can provide information, call the 
FWC’s Wildlife Alert Hotline.

Help their future
n  Become tortoise-wise: Learn about gopher 

tortoises and their habitat needs online at  
MyFWC.com/GopherTortoise and share the 
information with family, friends and neighbors.

n  Support “green spaces” in and around 
developments – there is still time to save gopher 
tortoise habitat before it’s gone.

R
obert La Follette

C
liff Leonard
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Action to be taken if you 
observe someone 

 harassing a  
wading bird: 

 
 
 Promptly notify the FWCC 

1-888-404-FWCC 
 

  
 

Tips for living with  
wading birds  

 
 Do not feed wading birds. 
 
 Keep out of vegetated areas 

surrounding lakes and marshes. 
 
 Keep pets leashed to avoid 

coming into contact with wading 
birds. 

 
 Properly dispose of fishing line 

to avoid bird entanglement. 
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Habitat: 
 
Wading birds inhabit all counties in 
the state of Florida and are most 
common in the shallow marsh or 
wetland areas throughout the state. 
They can also be found in both 
coastal and inland areas, salt 
marshes, swamps, ponds, drainage 
canals, and ditches. Wading birds 
breed and nest in  colonies which 
consist of various species of other 
wading birds. Breeding generally 
occurs just prior to or during the wet 
season. Stick nests are built in  trees 
or bushes near wetland areas and 
above the water line. 
 
Wading birds feed in shallow water 
areas where prey is most 
concentrated. They feed by spearing 
prey with their bills or by straining 
small species out of the water and 
sediment. Prey may include small 
fish, invertebrates or other aquatic 
organisms. Wading birds have also 
been known to consume snakes, 
frogs and small rodents.   
 
 

Protection: 
 
Most wading birds are listed as species 
of special concern by the State of 
Florida. Some species such as wood 
storks are listed as endangered by both 
the State of Florida and the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. It is unlawful for 
anyone to disturb or take nests or eggs, 
feed, injure, harm, harass, or kill any 
wading birds species. Persons who 
knowingly violate the law may be 
subject to fines and/or jail time. 
 
If wading birds form a nesting colony 
on the property in the future, avoid 
activities within 330 feet of the colony 
during the nesting season (March 1 to 
August 1).  

Description: 
 
Wading birds are a diverse group of 
birds which utilize shallow marsh 
areas as foraging and breeding 
habitats. They are typically 
characterized as having long necks, 
legs and bills, which allows them to 
feed in shallow water. Wading birds 
can be found in Florida year round. 
Examples of wading birds include: 
great egrets, great blue herons, 
white ibis’, little blue herons and 
snowy egrets. 
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