October 12, 2008

To: Jay Exum, PhD.

Glatting Jackson Kercher Anglin

120 North Orange Avenue

Orlando, Florida 32801

Re: Review of the Assessment of Measures to Protect Wildlife Habitat in Pasco County Report

Dr. Exum,


I have recently reviewed the report prepared by Glatting Jackson Kercher Anglin on the protection of Critical Linkages and the identification of Ecological Planning Units and Agricultural Reserve in Pasco County.  I want to commend you for work well done.  I know the development of such ecological assessments is complicated, time-consuming, and arduous.  These assessments also require command of both the relevant science and the effective application of informed judgment to identify critical areas and to develop sound design criteria for protecting ecosystems that will be viable in the long term.  In my view, this report does a solid job identifying ecosystem and wildlife conservation priorities and is a good foundation for developing defendable conservation policies and programs in Pasco County.  My following comments provide a little more detail on relevant principles and guidelines of reserve and wildlife corridor design and a cursory comparison to more recent data on statewide conservation priorities.

Conservation Biology involves all of the relevant scientific aspects of conserving biological diversity, which is quickly eroding across the globe due to habitat loss, habitat fragmentation, over-exploitation, climate change, and other human caused factors.  Reserve Design is a specific sub-discipline of Conservation Biology that involves the identification of priority areas and design of protected areas that will result in sustainable functional ecosystems and evolutionary processes needed to maintain biodiversity and ecosystem services on which all humans depend.  These applied scientific endeavors always require working with less than complete information, and practitioners are required to make decisions before we have all the data we might like to have.  Related to this, all ecologists know two things: 1) ecosystems are more complicated than we are capable of completely comprehending; and 2) when faced with uncertainty (which is almost always the case), we should always err towards protecting too much versus too little.  This second principle, often called the “Precautionary Principle” is especially relevant in the case of identifying areas needed to protect biodiversity.  Developers and their consultants typically argue that the “burden of proof” should be on those advocating greater protection; however, ecological science makes clear that if we are serious about protecting ecosystem function and biodiversity then a “precautionary approach” requires emphasizing more protection, not less.  Therefore the “”burden of proof” in these matters should lie with those advocating less protection, not those who know that more protection is the much more prudent course of action.

With this said, in regards to reserve and wildlife corridor design and given the date of completion of the report, I find the review of relevant literature to be suitably complete and well summarized.  Everything that we know about Conservation Biology makes clear that regional and landscape scale conservation analysis and planning are absolutely necessary to effectively protect functioning ecosystems (Hoctor et al. 2008: See the attached article).  An understanding of the context of the study area and how all parts of the study area fit together regarding ecosystems, wildlife, and ecological functions is critical.  I find that these important aspects of a regional scale assessment of ecosystem and wildlife conservation priorities have been adequately addressed in this report.

There are elements of Reserve Design that always have to incorporate sound, science-based judgment.  The identification and design of wildlife corridors or ecological linkages is one of these key elements.  In my opinion, the report commendably harnessed the available scientific guidelines and spatial data to identify important ecological linkages and to recommend adequate corridor widths.  The cited literature from Beier, Noss, Harrison, and the Wekiva and Econlockhatchee reports are all regularly used and best available information for designing corridor widths that are ecologically relevant and potentially viable.  In my work, we often talk about corridors that need to be at least approximately 1000 feet wide at the local to landscape scale to provide at least some interior areas for edge sensitive species and corridors that need to average at least a mile wide at the regional scale to provide suitable large blocks of habitat for wide-ranging species as well as attempt to capture entire ecological gradients whenever feasible.  I also recommend attempting to incorporate all of the 100 year floodplain in riparian corridors plus at least a 50 foot upland buffer whenever possible.  All of the literature and guidelines I use in my work are comparable to the width recommendations included in the report.  In fact, I would argue that the report’s recommendations are on the narrow end of general width recommendations and that any arguments that these proposed corridors should/could be even narrower are typically indefensible and should be considered with the utmost caution.

Finally, I have reviewed the report maps showing Critical Linkages, Ecological Planning Units, and the Agricultural Reserve Area and conducted a cursory visual comparison with more recent data on state ecosystem conservation priorities.  Along with Jon Oetting of Florida Natural Areas Inventory, I am principal investigator on the Critical Lands and Waters Identification Project (CLIP) being conducted for the Century Commission for a Sustainable Florida and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.  CLIP is a database of state ecological conservation priorities for natural resource categories including biodiversity, landscapes, surface water resources, groundwater resources, and marine resources.  CLIP currently exists in final draft form but is already being incorporated in regional and local planning projects including MyRegion, the Southwest Florida Water Management District land conservation priorities re-assessment, and the Highlands County rural land reserve assessment.  The CLIP final draft report, online data viewer, and GIS data download are all available on the Century Commission website at: http://www.centurycommission.org/current_projects.asp.

I selected the CLIP version of the Florida Ecological Greenways Network (FEGN) and the CLIP Aggregated Priorities for comparison with the Pasco County priority area data.  Please see the attached maps of the FEGN and CLIP Aggregated Priorities.  The FEGN identifies the best opportunities to protect large, intact, functionally connected landscapes that are state and regional level priorities.  Therefore, not all corridors or linkages important at the local or regional scale are included within the FEGN.  Second, the FEGN identifies larger areas of intact, connected landscapes across the state.  It is not intended to represent the minimum width of potentially functional corridors; instead it identifies all areas of state to regional significance that optimally could be functionally connected into a statewide ecological conservation network.  The Critical Linkages identified in the Pasco County report align well with the broader priority areas identified in the FEGN.  The only clear omission in the FEGN is the Starkey to South Pasco Linkage, and, again, it should be pointed out that not all significant local corridors will be represented in the state to regional priorities in the FEGN.  The Critical Linkages, Ecological Planning Units, and the Agricultural Reserve Area identified in the Pasco County report also generally compare well to the CLIP Aggregated Priorities, which identify the cumulative state priorities for biodiversity, landscapes, and surface waters.  P1 and P2 CLIP priorities are largely within the Pasco County protection priority areas, whereas some P3 and lower priorities are both within and to some extent outside the identified Pasco County priority areas.  Overall, based on this cursory review it appears that the Pasco County Critical Linkages, Ecological Planning Units, and the Agricultural Reserve Area include the vast majority of higher state conservation priorities identified in the CLIP database.
In summary, the Review of the Assessment of Measures to Protect Wildlife Habitat in Pasco County report does a good job identifying ecological conservation priorities within Pasco County.  These priority areas were identified using sound scientific principles and guidelines frequently used to identify and design protected areas across the globe.  The identified Pasco County priority areas also hold up well compared to more recent statewide information on conservation priorities.  In addition, I am alarmed by the Pasco County Future Land Use Map included in the report, and in my opinion the protection of the recommended priority areas in the report using the identified tools represent an essential strategy to ensure that Pasco County’s biodiversity and natural heritage have the best opportunity to remain viable in the face of continued development and climate change.  In fact, continued habitat fragmentation and potential complete isolation of protected areas such as the Starkey Wilderness Park will result in continued erosion of Pasco County’s natural heritage and significantly reduced ecosystem services that we need to maintain healthy, vibrant human communities.  
I strongly advise Pasco County administration to consider the existing conservation priorities identified in the Review of the Assessment of Measures to Protect Wildlife Habitat in Pasco County report to be a strong foundation for developing sound and defendable conservation and land use policies.  If any adjustments are to be considered, it should be the incorporation of updated or new data such as CLIP and more recent or more detailed local information (including possibly focal species habitat models for additional wide-ranging species including river otter and possibly Florida black bear) to update the plan in ways that might further strengthen the protection of Pasco County’s ecosystems and native wildlife.  In general, the result of such updates would likely be the inclusion of additional conservation priorities and not a reduction in priority area.  Please feel free to contact me regarding CLIP information or anything else I might be able to help with regarding ecosystem protection in Pasco County.
Sincerely,

Tom Hoctor, Ph.D.

Director, Center for Landscape and Conservation Planning

Research Associate, GeoPlan Center

University of Florida

Department of Landscape Architecture

University of Florida

Gainesville, FL

32611
352-392-5037
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