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1. Introduction and General Information 

Set on the Suwannee Ridge sandhills near Holton Creek, a tributary of the Suwannee 

River, the Suwannee Ridge Wildlife and Environmental Area (SRWEA) conserves and 

protects habitat for a keystone sandhill species, the Gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) 

and many sandhill dwelling plants.  The site was acquired in order to conserve rare and 

imperiled species that occur on the site such as the Gopher tortoise, Eastern indigo snake 

(Drymarchon couperi) and Sherman’s fox squirrel (Sciurus niger shermani); and to provide 

opportunities for research and environmental education on the importance of their ecology. 

It also provides connectivity within a corridor of conservation lands along the Suwannee 

River that protect the River’s watershed and provide an important wildlife corridor. 

Managed by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), SRWEA covers 

1,428 acres in southern Hamilton County, situated between Live Oak to the south, and 

Jasper to the north.  The Suwannee River is located approximately one-mile south of the 

tract.  Holton Creek Wildlife Management Area, managed by the Suwannee River Water 

Management District, forms the southern boundary.  The area was established in 2002 by 

FWC as a Wildlife and Environmental Area. 

SRWEA is managed to conserve and restore natural wildlife habitat for an array of 

imperiled and other native wildlife including those noted above and others like the 

Mississippi kite, while providing opportunities for wildlife viewing and other fish and 

wildlife-based public outdoor recreation opportunities such as hunting, environmental 

education and hiking.   

A key management goal at SRWEA is restoring the pinelands, altered by intensive 

timbering operations, to a longleaf pine-wiregrass community that will create habitat 

conditions beneficial to the gopher tortoise, Sherman's fox squirrel and other listed upland 

species.  Visitors can witness first-hand how a fire management program and the planting 

of native trees and grasses work together to drive this important restoration effort. 

This resource and management overview has been developed to provide the Management 

Advisory Group stakeholders and FWC staff with a general understanding of, and purpose 

for, the FWC managed SRWEA.  This document is used to aid in the generation and 

development of management goals and objectives for the required SRWEA ten-year 

management plan.   

2. Location and General Description of the Area 

SRWEA is located within the FWC’s North Central Region, in southern Hamilton County, 

situated between Live Oak to the south, and Jasper to the north.  The Suwannee River is 

located approximately one-mile south of the tract (Figure 1).  Holton Creek Wildlife 

Management Area managed by the Suwannee River Water Management District forms the 
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southern boundary.  Other nearby public lands include the Upper and Lower Alapaha 

Conservation Areas, Camp Branch Conservation Area, Suwannee River State Park, and 

Twin Rivers State Forest.  SRWEA is located in part of Section 25, Township 1 North, 

Range 12 East, and part of Sections 29, 30, 31, and 32, Township 1 North, Range 13 East. 

3. Proximity to Other Public Properties and Conservation Lands 

The SRWEA is located in the vicinity of a large number of publicly owned conservation 

areas and several Florida Forever projects (Figure 3).  Tables 1 and 2 list the Florida 

Forever projects and conservation lands within a 15-mile radius of the SRWEA, including 

lands managed by public and private entities, that conserve cultural and natural resources 

within this region of Florida. 

Most of the conservation lands listed in Table 2 are owned in full-fee by a public entity.  

However, some of these areas fall within a less-than-fee ownership classification where the 

land is owned and being managed by a private landowner while a public agency or not-for-

profit organization holds a conservation easement on the land.   

 

Table 1.  Florida Forever Projects in the Vicinity 

  Project Name GIS Acres 

 Damascus Peanut Tract 594 

 Falmouth Spring 275 

 Hardee Spring 315 

 Longleaf Pine Ecosystem 1,983 

 Madison Blue Springs 63 

 Suwannee County Preservation 1,253 

 

Table 2.  Conservation Lands in the Vicinity 

  

  Federal Government Managing Agency 

 Adams Tract USFS 

 Donaldson Tract USFS 

 Michel Tract USFS 

 Richards Tract USFS 

 Suwannee River Farms Conservation Easement USFS 

 Suwannee River Farms Management Area USFS 

 Suwannee River State Park Connector USFS 
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 State of Florida Managing Agency 

 Madison Blue Spring DEP 

 Stephen Foster Folk Culture Center State Park DEP 

 Suwannee River State Park DEP 

 Twin Rivers State Forest FFS 

 Madison Blue Spring DEP 

 Stephen Foster Folk Culture Center State Park DEP 

 Water Management District Managing Agency 

 Camp Branch Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Falmouth Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Falmouth Spring Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Florida Youth Ranches Conservation Easement SRWMD 

 Fort Union Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Holton Creek Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Lower Alapaha Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Madison County Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Sanders Conservation Easement SRWMD 

 Suwannee River State Park Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Suwannee Valley Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Swift Creek Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Upper Alapaha Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Upper Alapaha Conservation Easements SRWMD 

 Warner/Harrell Conservation Easement SRWMD 

 Withlacoochee East Conservation Area SRWMD 

 Woods Ferry Conservation Area SRWMD 

Acronym Key Agency Name 

DEP Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

USFS United States Forest Service 

FFS Florida Forest Service 

SRWMD Suwannee River Water Management District 
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4. Land Acquisition 

Purchase 

FWC acquired the lands comprising SRWEA from Hamilton County Timberlands LLC, 

which had purchased the tract from Rayonier Timber Products, Incorporated in 1999.  

SRWEA was acquired with funds received through the FWC’s Fish and Wildlife Habitat 

Program (Chapter 372.074 F.S.). 

Selection of SRWEA was based on conformance to a set of site selection criteria used to 

evaluate candidate mitigation sites that included cost, manageability, habitat quality and 

significance to upland listed wildlife.  Acquisition of the property was approved by the FWC 

on March 29, 2001, and by the Governor and Cabinet sitting as the Board of Trustees of the 

Internal Improvement Trust Fund of the State of Florida (Board of Trustees) on February 

13, 2002.   

Purpose for Acquisition 

FWC acquired SRWEA under the Fish and Wildlife Habitat Program for the purpose of 

establishing a Gopher Tortoise Mitigation Park to restore and conserve optimum habitat for 

rare and imperiled wildlife populations, principally, the Gopher tortoise and associated 

species, and to provide compatible fish and wildlife based public outdoor recreation, 

environmental education and research opportunities.  

FWC implemented the now defunct Mitigation Park Program in 1988 to provide land use 

regulatory programs with an alternative to on-site wildlife mitigation under Section 

372.074, F.S., which establishes the Fish and Wildlife Habitat Program for the purpose of 

acquiring, assisting other agencies or local governments in acquiring, or managing lands 

important to the conservation of fish and wildlife.  Under this authority, FWC, or its 

designee, is responsible for managing these lands for the primary purpose of maintaining 

and enhancing their habitat value for fish and wildlife and to provide compatible fish and 

wildlife based public outdoor recreation.   

Gopher Tortoise Mitigation Parks, now established by FWC as Wildlife and Environmental 

Areas, provide conservation of important fish and wildlife habitat and public outdoor 

recreation within a multiple-use management regime that is primarily focused on 

restoration and management of Gopher tortoise habitat.  For this reason, management 

activities emphasize the maintenance and restoration of optimum listed species habitat.  

Potential Surplus Lands 

All of the acreage currently comprising the SRWEA is considered essential for the 

conservation and sustainability of fish and wildlife within this region of Florida and to meet 

the original purposes for acquiring the SRWEA.  For these reasons, none of the lands 

currently located within the SRWEA meet the criteria for a potential surplus designation.  
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FWC will conduct additional analysis on the potential for surplus land recommendations 

during the development of the SRWEA Management Plan. 

Prospective Land Acquisitions 

Currently, FWC has identified four separate potential additions or privately held 

inholdings for the SRWEA totaling almost 1,429 acres.  The parcels are owned by the Rock 

Corporation also known as Skeeter Ranch LLC.  

Additionally, an Optimum Conservation Planning Boundary and an associated 

Conservation Action Strategy will be developed for the SRWEA during the process of 

developing a management plan that will aid in updating and establishing conservation 

priorities within the vicinity of the SRWEA.  The FWC will continue to cooperate with the 

SRWMD, FFS, DEP, and adjacent landowners in any potential acquisitions and 

management of any lands in the vicinity of the SRWEA. 

5. Property Title Interest and Encumbrances 

Fee simple title to SRWEA is vested in the Board of Trustees.  The entire property has 

outstanding mineral rights.  However, it was the opinion of state and private reviewers at 

the time of acquisition that no significant mineral resources existed, and that these rights 

did not include access through the site for mining purposes.   

Encumbrances on the property also include an access easement to cemetery site.   

6. Previous Use and Development 

Prior to European settlement, the landscape of Florida, including this area of the peninsula, 

was settled and used by a variety of aboriginal peoples whose culture relied mainly on 

hunting, fishing, and subsistence agriculture.  Though some land alteration occurred, only 

minor alteration of the landscape is thought to have taken place until the advent of 

European settlement beginning with the Spanish occupation of Florida in the sixteenth 

century. 

Along with more advanced agricultural practices, the Spanish and other settlers brought 

livestock, primarily cattle and hogs, as well as horses to Florida.  This began an era of 

broad use of the landscape for agriculture.  Rangeland cattle grazing and other agricultural 

practices began to be utilized in a more systematic way and occurred throughout much of 

the central Florida peninsula through most of the European settlement era from the 16th 

through the 20th centuries.  Use of these agricultural practices began an era of increased 

alteration of the natural landscape.  However, it wasn’t until the 19th and 20th centuries 

that major settlement and more extensive alteration of the landscape in the area began 

with the widespread use of agriculture and associated development. 
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Around the turn of the 19th century, like much of Florida, lands within this region were 

timbered, primarily through clear cutting, and often converted to silviculture pine 

plantations as well as other forms of agricultural conversion. A review of historical aerial 

photography indicates the site has been used predominantly for timber production.  Many 

of the roads and logging trails now in existence appear in old photographic records.   

 During the period of Rayonier ownership, the tract was managed primarily for the 

production of pulpwood and other wood commodities.    At the time of acquisition, all 

upland sites were in some rotation phase and planted in longleaf, slash, or sand pine.  Prior 

to state ownership, the property was apparently open to public use, including hunting, 

fishing, and artifact collection.  Evidence of trash disposal, all terrain vehicle use and other 

forms of resource degradation were visible throughout the parcel at the time of acquisition. 

Adjacent Current Land Uses and Zoning 

The SRWEA is located in south-central Hamilton County, a few miles north the Suwannee 

County line.  The lands that separate SRWEA from the Suwannee County line are owned 

by the Suwannee River Water Management District, which were acquired for flood control, 

water quality protection and natural resource conservation.  Lands surrounding the area 

are being subdivided and converted into more intensive uses such as agricultural and 

recreational housing.  The lands to the east and the north of SRWEA are designated as 

agricultural and timber production (silvicultural) uses.  These lands are comprised of 

varying property owners.  To the west of SRWEA is Skeeter Ranch, a 643-acre private 

ranch that contains a hay operation and a small herd of Longhorn cattle.  Skeeter Ranch is 

also the annual host of Real Men’s Event, a day of skeet shooting, pheasant hunting, and 

sport-related events such as paintball.   

Current Use of the SRWEA 

SRWEA is located outside of the incorporated Planning Area of Hamilton County.  None of 

the roads near SRWEA are identified for capacity improvements and no change in land use 

is expected.  SRWEA lands are currently zoned as Conservation in the current Zoning and 

Future Land Use component of the county comprehensive plan.  Conservation lands refers 

to areas designated for the purpose of conserving or protecting natural resources or 

environmental quality and includes areas designated for such purposes as flood control, 

protection of quality or quantity of groundwater or surface water, floodplain management, 

fisheries management, or protection of vegetative communities or wildlife habitats. 

The SRWEA is managed by FWC as a Wildlife and Environmental Area mitigation park in 

conformance with the original purposes for acquisition.   The primary goal of the acquisition 

funding program was to provide an offsite mitigation alternative to land development 

activities impacting the gopher tortoise and imperiled commensally associated species.    

Consequently, required management goals emphasize the maintenance and restoration of 

optimum listed species habitat above all other uses and activities.  Provisions for fish and 
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wildlife-based public outdoor educational and recreational opportunities are compatible 

with the original purposes for acquiring the SRWEA.   

7. Topography and Hydrology 

SRWEA is located in the Northern Physiographic Zone of the state, near the line where two 

physiographic regions meet, the Gulf Coastal Lowlands and Northern Highlands.  These 

regions are divided by a topographic break called the Cody Scarp, which generally runs 

between 100 and 110-foot (MSL) contour.  Topography across SRWEA is moderately rolling, 

ranging between 70 feet (MSL) in low-lying depressions, to a high of 120 feet (MSL).   

Several sinkholes are found within the site and are formed by the dissolving action of water 

on limestone underlying sandy soils.  The sand composition of soils in the area may suggest 

a potential use of this resource as fill material, but lack of sand mining in the area and the 

distance to urban markets limits the economic viability of this type of mining in the area.   

SRWEA is located approximately one mile north and within the drainage basin of the 

Suwannee River, which is classified under Section 62-302.700(9)(i) F.A.C. as an 

Outstanding Florida Water.  Holton Spring, a first magnitude spring, is located 

approximately 1,200 feet south of SRWEA.  Holton Creek, a stream run discharging from 

Holton Spring, is a tributary of the Suwannee River.   

SRWEA does not contain beaches, dunes, virgin timber or scenic vistas. There are no 

significant scenic or water resources within the site.  However, the sinkholes depressions 

located across the site may be environmentally sensitive due to the potential hydrological 

connection that may exist with subsurface waters and the Floridian aquifer.  SRWEA is not 

within an established Aquatic Preserve or Area of Critical State Concern (Ch.  380 F.S.), 

nor is the area under study for future consideration. 

8. Natural Communities 

The Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) describes 10 vegetative community types 

existing on the SRWEA.  These include basin swamp, depression marsh, mesic hammock, 

pine plantation, ruderal, sandhill, sinkhole, upland hardwood forest, upland mixed forest, 

and wet flatwoods (Table 3, Figure 4).   

Since acquisition, all upland acres at SRWEA have been managed with prescribed fire at 

least 4 to 5 burn rotations.  Fire type acres at SRWEA are kept on a 2 to 3 year rotation and 

there are currently no back-logged acres within the prescribed fire rotation intervals.  All 

prescribed fire data is uploaded into FWC’s land management information system.  The 

commercial timber stands have been thinned and sand pine plantations have been removed 

and replanted with long leaf pine and wiregrass.  Old silviculture forestry related windrows 

have also been removed.   
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Projects necessary for the maintenance of natural communities have been completed to 

control the re-sprouting of small oaks in areas where sand pines have been removed.  Hand 

crews with chainsaws have cut and used herbicide to control the small oaks.    

Table 3.  Natural Community Types of the SRWEA 

Community Type Acres Percentage 

Basin marsh 7.40 0.52% 

Basin swamp 29.93 1.67% 

Depression marsh 3.17 0.22% 

Mesic hammock 10.61 0.74% 

Pine plantation 20.80 1.46% 

Ruderal 168.32 11.78% 

Sandhill 1086.27 76.03% 

Sinkhole 17.17 1.20% 

Upland hardwood forest 13.93 0.97% 

Upland mixed forest 70.30 4.92% 

Wet flatwoods 6.83 0.48% 

 

Table 4.  Rare Plant Species of the SRWEA 

Common Name Scientific Name 

Florida Spiny-pod Matelea floridana 

Florida Mountain-mint Pycnanthemum floridanum 

Incised Agrimony Agrimonia incisa 

 

Table 5.  Exotic Invasive Plant Species Known to Occur on the SRWEA 

Common Name Scientific Name 

English ivy Hedera helix 

Japanese climbing fern Lygodium japonicum 

Chinaberry Melia azedarach 

Chinese Tallow Tree Sapium sebiferum 

9. Fish and Wildlife 

Rare and Imperiled Species 

The SRWEA currently supports many wildlife species.  Active wildlife management 

practices and a diversity of communities make SRWEA an excellent place to view wildlife.  

The area's wildlife habitats including basin swamp, depression marsh, mesic hammock, 

pine plantation, ruderal, sandhill, sinkhole, upland hardwood forest, upland mixed forest, 

and wet flatwoods support populations of both rare and common wildlife.  Table 6 lists the 
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rare and imperiled wildlife species that have been documented as occurring on or in the 

vicinity of the SRWEA.   

Table 6.  Rare and Imperiled Wildlife Species Occurring on or near the SRWEA 

Common Name Scientific Name Status 

American alligator  Alligator mississippiensis  FT(S/A) 

Alligator snapping turtle Macrochelys temminckii SSC 

Eastern indigo snake Drymarchon corais couperi FT 

Florida pine snake  Pituophis melanoleucus  SSC 

Gopher frog  Rana capito  SSC 

Gopher tortoise  Gopherus polyphemus  ST 

Sherman’s fox squirrel Sciurus niger shermani SSC 

Suwannee cooter Pseudemys concinna suwanniensis SSC 

Wood stork  Mycteria americana  FE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In April 20010, a completed Wildlife Conservation Prioritization and Recovery strategy was 

approved for the SRWEA.  Of the 60 focal species, 13 were modeled to have potential 

habitat on SRWEA (Table 7).   

Table 7.  Focal Species Identified as having Potential Habitat on SRWEA 

Common Name Scientific Name Status 

American swallow-tailed kite Elanoides forficatus NL 

Bachman’s sparrow Aimophila aestivalis1, 2 NL 

Brown-headed nuthatch  Sitta pusilla1, 2 NL 

Cooper’s hawk Accipiter cooperii NL 

Florida black bear Ursus americanus floridanus* NL 

Florida pinesnake Pituophis melanoleucus mugitus SSC 

Gopher frog Lithobates capito 2 SSC 

Gopher tortoise Gopherus polyphemus1, 2 ST 

Limpkin Aramus guarauna* SSC 

Northern bobwhite Colinus virginianus1, 2 NL 

     Abbreviation Status  
 FE Federal Endangered  

 FT Federal Threatened  

 FT(S/A) Federal Threatened due to similarity of appearance  

 SSC State Species of Special Concern  

 ST State Threatened  

 NL Not Listed  
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Sherman’s fox squirrel Sciurus niger shermani SSC 

Southeastern bat Myotis austroriparius NL 

Southern bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus* NL 

Wading birds multiple species2 NL 

 

  

 

Species that have a measurable objective are indicated with a 1; species for which 

monitoring is recommended are indicated with a 2; and species for which a strategic 

management area is indicated by a 3.  Occasionally species are modeled to have potential 

habitat on the area when using statewide data; however the local assessment indicates 

there is little opportunity to manage for these species on the area and they are not a focus 

of management on the area.  These species are identified with an *. 

All abbreviations and status determinations were derived from Florida’s Endangered and 

Threatened Species published by FWC in October 2012.  FWC maintains the state list of 

animals designated as Federally-designated Endangered or Threatened, State-designated 

Threatened, or State-designated Species of Special Concern, in accordance with Rules 68A-

27.003 and 68A-27.005, respectively, of the Florida Administrative Code  

https://www.flrules.org/.   

On November 8, 2010 new threatened species rules approved by the Commission went into 

effect.  The list of wildlife presented here reflects those changes to the rules.  All federally 

listed species that occur in Florida are now included on Florida’s list as Federally-

designated Endangered or Federally-designated Threatened species.  In addition, the state 

has a listing process to identify species that are not federally listed but at risk of extinction.  

These species will be called State-designated Threatened.  All State-designated species that 

have recently undergone status reviews were presented and approved at the June 2011 

Commission meeting.  FWC will continue to maintain a separate Species of Special Concern 

category until all the species have been reviewed and those species are either designated as 

State-Threatened and given a management plan or removed from the list.  More detailed 

descriptions and management prescriptions are available on the FWC website: 

http://www.myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/profiles/.   

10. Recreation and Public Access 

The SRWEA will be managed under the low intensity, multiple-use concept, which includes 

providing areas for fish and wildlife-based public outdoor recreation.  The recreational 

activities offered on SRWEA include mobility impaired hunting, wildlife viewing, bird 

     Abbreviation Status  

 SSC State Species of Special Concern  

 ST State Threatened  

 NL Not Listed  

http://www.myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/profiles/
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watching, nature study, picnicking, and geocaching (placement of caches are by permit 

only).   

Authorized recreational uses are managed consistent with the purposes for acquiring 

SRWEA as a mitigation Park.  This ensures the conservation and ecological integrity of the 

area while managing for low intensity, multiple-uses; that provide recreational 

opportunities for Florida’s citizens and visitors.   

11. Archaeological and Historical Resources 

The Florida Division of Historical Resources (DHR) historical and archaeological 

designations are broken down into five categories: archeological sites, resource groups, 

historical structures, historic bridges, and historic cemeteries.  To date, DHR has not 

designated any historical or archaeological sites within the boundary of SRWEA.  All 

Master Site recordings, assessments and preservation strategies will be coordinated with 

DHR. 

12.  Estimate of Revenue-Generating Potential 

The revenue generating potential of the SRWEA will depend upon future uses to be 

approved in the management plan.  However, revenue from such environmental lands 

might include sales of various permits and recreational user fees and ecotourism activities, 

if such projects could be economically developed.  Additional revenue may be generated 

from potential timber sales and apiary leases.  The annual area regulations can be 

consulted to clarify the necessary and required permits, fees, and regulations.  The long-

term values of ecosystem services to local and regional land and water resources, and to 

human health, are expected to be significant.  The legislature appropriates funds for land 

management. 

  



12 

 

 

Figure 1.  Hamilton County Township and Range 
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Figure 2.  Conservation Lands and Florida Forever Projects 
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Figure 3.  FNAI Natural Communities 
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Figure 4.  FNAI Element Occurrences 


