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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report covers Fiscal Year (FY) 2016-17 and constitutes the 39" progress report and updated plan
submitted by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) for the Florida Endangered
and Threatened Species Management and Conservation Plan. This report is required by the Florida
Endangered and Threatened Species Act of 1977 in section 379.2291(5), Florida Statutes. The Act
required the preparation of an initial plan for submission to the 1978 Florida Legislature, and the
annual preparation of a revised and updated plan for management and conservation of Endangered
and Threatened species in Florida. Federal- and State-designated Endangered and Threatened
species, as well as State-designated Species of Special Concern, are collectively referred to as listed

species in this report.

The initial plan submitted in March 1978 remains the basic reference document for the annual
updates. Subsequent annual reports may be consulted regarding a chronological history of listed

species activities and may be obtained at http://www.myfwc.com/about/inside-fwc/legislative-

affairs/archive-reports/.

This report includes a description of FWC’s criteria for research and management priorities, statewide
policies pertaining to listed species, a funding request for FY 2018-19, a progress report providing a
description of agency actions for listed species, and a description of FWC’s citizen awareness program
as it relates to listed species. In addition, it includes progress reports of staff activities relating to
listed mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles, fish, and invertebrates; as well as updates on agency
actions to provide coordination and assistance, Critical Wildlife Areas (CWA), incentive-based

conservation programs, law enforcement activities, and permitting for listed species.
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SUMMARY OF PROTECTED WILDLIFE LISTS

The first Florida Endangered Species List for wildlife was created in 1972 and consisted of 23 species.
Listing was expanded in 1973 to include Threatened species, and again in 1979 to include Species of
Special Concern. Updated Threatened species rules approved by FWC Commissioners went into effect
on November 8, 2010, creating the Florida Endangered and Threatened Species List. Species listed
through FWC’s listing process are now all contained in a single-category called State-designated
Threatened (ST). This single-category is designed to eliminate controversy about what a species is
called and instead focus attention on the conservation actions needed to improve the species’ status.
Florida’s Species of Special Concern (5SC) List has been temporarily retained to allow time to assess
these species under Florida’s listing process to determine whether they should be listed as State-
designated Threatened species or removed from the list. In addition, all Florida species listed under
the United States Endangered Species Act by the United States Department of the Interior’s Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) or the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency’s Marine Fisheries Service
(NOAA-Fisheries) are now included on the Florida Endangered and Threatened Species List as
Federally-designated Endangered (FE), Federally-designated Threatened (FT), Federally-designated
Threatened Due to Similarity of Appearance [FT(S/A)], or Federally-designated Nonessential

Experimental species (FXN).

Rule 68A-27.003, Florida Administrative Code, contains the official Florida Endangered and
Threatened Species List. Rule 68A-27.005, F.A.C., contains the State-designated Species of Special
Concern List. Currently, FWC lists 133 fish and wildlife species (Exhibit 1) as ST (38), or SSC (6), FE
(50), FT (34), FT(S/A) (4), FXN (1). There is no duplication in species listing between lists.
Collectively, these 133 species are referred to as Florida’s listed species. FWC did not conduct
management or research activities on all listed species this year; therefore, this report does not
contain discussion of all listed species. Appendix A contains a complete listing of Florida’s listed fish
and wildlife species as of June 30, 2017. Changes to the list may occur throughout the year. A
compilation of Florida’s current listed species is available at

http://myfwc.com/media/1515251/threatened-endangered-species.pdf. The rules noted above are

available at the F.A.C. website (https://www.flrules.org/gateway/ChapterHome.asp?Chapter=68A-
27).
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At the federal level, NOAA-Fisheries is responsible for listing most marine species and the USFWS is
responsible for other species. The federal list of animals and plants is administered by USFWS and
published in Chapter 50 of the Code of Federal Regulations: animals in 50 Code of Federal Regulations
- 17, and plants in 50 Code of Federal Regulations - 23. Additional information regarding federal
listings may be located at the following sources:

NOAA Fisheries Federal Listings http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/index.htm

USFWS Federal Listings http://www.fws.gov/endangered/species/us-species.html
Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services: http://www.freshfromflorida.com/Divisions-Offices/Florida-
Florida Statewide Endangered and Threatened Plant Forest-Service/Our-Forests/Forest-Health/Florida-Statewide-

Conservation Program - includes federally-listed plant species Endangered-and-Threatened-Plant-Conservation-Program

Exhibit 1
Summary of Florida’s Protected Wildlife List as of June 30, 2017

STATUS
DESIGNATION m AMPHIBIANS | REPTILES BIRDS MAMMALS  INVERTEBRATES TOTAL
Federally-designated | ,
Endangered (FE) 31 3(3) 21(5) 14 50(9)

Federally-designated

Threatened (FT) 21) ! 7(2) 6 2(1) 16 34(4)

Federally-designated
Threatened Due to
Similarity of
Appearance [(FT(S/A)]

Federally-designated
Nonessential
Experimental

Population (FXN)

State-designated
Species of Special 1 0 1 1 2 1 6
Concern (SSC)

12(2) 4 20(5) 32 29(6) 36 133(13)

" Numbers in the parentheses are the number of species for which the FWC does not have constitutional authority. For example, there are three fish
species in the Federally-designated Endangered (FE) category, one of which the FWC does not have constitutional authority.
2 There is one additional species included in Rule 68A-27.0031, FAC as a species for which the FWC does not have constitutional authority that is not

included here because it has been determined to be extinct.
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STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS

FWC uses a variety of tools to evaluate and prioritize research and management needs for State-
listed species. One tool used is the state listing process described in Rule 68A-27.0012, F.A.C. This
process uses a quantitative system to identify Florida’s most at-risk species and directs the
development of a management plan for each species undergoing a state listing action. In addition
to the listing process, FWC uses a species ranking process that was developed by FWC and published
in Wildlife Monographs in 1990 (Millsap, B. M., J. A. Gore, D. E. Runde, and S. I. Cerulean. 1990.
Setting priorities for the conservation of fish and wildlife species in Florida. Wildlife Monographs
111). This ranking process provides a biological score, which ranks species based on their biological
vulnerability; an action score that ranks species based on the amount of available information and
ongoing management actions for a species; and a supplemental score that looks at variables not
included in biological or action scores. These scores help identify species most in need of
conservation measures and the amount of effort previously expended on them, which then is used to
help in prioritizing agency resources. FWC also maintains a list of Species of Greatest Conservation
Need, which uses a set of scientific core criteria and identifies the broad range of Florida's species
that are at-risk or could become at-risk in the future. In addition to these tools, FWC must also
consider available funding sources, legislation, court rulings, grant agreements, and approved
management plans when setting priorities for allocating resources for the management and

conservation of Florida’s State-listed species.

LISTING ACTIONS - On January 11, 2017, the state listing status changes that were proposed in 2011 as

part of the newly implemented Threatened Species Management System became official after the

approval of Florida’s Imperiled Species Management Plan by FWC Commissioners.

. 15 species were removed from Florida’s Endangered and Threatened Species List: Eastern
chipmunk, Florida mouse, brown pelican, limpkin, snowy egret, white ibis, Peninsula ribbon snake

(Lower Keys population), red rat snake (Lower Keys population), striped mud turtle (Lower Keys

mz)'é FLORIDA FISH AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION COMMISSION
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population), Suwannee cooter, gopher frog, Pine Barrens tree frog, Lake Eustis pupfish, mangrove

rivulus, and Florida tree snail.

. 23 species changed from State-designated Species of Special Concern to State-
designated Threatened species: Sherman’s short-tailed shrew, Sanibel rice rat,
little blue heron, tricolored heron, reddish egret, roseate spoonbill, American
oystercatcher, black skimmer, Florida burrowing owl, Marian’s marsh wren,
Worthington’s Marsh wren, Scott’s seaside sparrow, Wakulla seaside sparrow,
Barbour’s map turtle, Florida Keys mole skink, Florida pine snake, Georgia blind
salamander, Florida bog frog, bluenose shiner, saltmarsh top minnow, Southern
tessellated darter, Santa Fe Cave crayfish, and Black Creek crayfish.

. 14 species maintain their State-designated Threatened status: Everglades mink, Big
Cypress fox squirrel, Florida sandhill crane, snowy plover, least tern, white-
crowned pigeon, Southeastern American kestrel, Florida brown snake (Lower Keys
population), Key ringneck snake, short-tailed snake, rim rock crowned snake, Key
silverside, blackmouth shiner, and crystal darter.

. 5 species remain listed as State-designated Species of Special Concern: Homosassa
shrew, Sherman’s fox squirrel, osprey (Monroe County population), alligator

snapping turtle, and harlequin darter.

During FY 2016-17, species evaluation requests were submitted for the Sherman’s fox squirrel, the
Homosassa shrew, the osprey (Monroe County population), and the harlequin darter. In addition,
the biological status review for three species of alligator snapping turtle was completed and staff

are moving forward on the revision of the Species Action Plan.

Completed biological status reports, species action plans, and completed management plans are

available at http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/imperiled/biological-status/,

http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/imperiled/species-action-plans/, and

http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/imperiled/management-plans/, respectively.

THREATENED SPECIES MANAGEMENT SYSTEM, THE LISTING PROCESS, AND MANAGEMENT PLANS - Rules

implementing the Threatened Species Management System, including a revised listing process,
became effective on November 8, 2010. These rules are available at

https://www.flrules.org/gateway/ChapterHome.asp?Chapter=68A-27. In fall 2010, FWC conducted

biological status reviews for all State-designated Threatened or State-designated Species of Special

mz)'é FLORIDA FISH AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION COMMISSION
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Concern that had not recently been evaluated. FWC Commissioners approved updated species
listing recommendations in June 2011, based on these biological status reviews. FWC developed
species action plans for the species that did not have existing management plans. Species action
plans describe individual species threats and conservation needs. Management planning for State-
designated Threatened species and State-designated Species of Special Concern has been
completed, with final approval of the Imperiled Species Management Plan
(http://myfwc.com/media/4133167/Floridas-Imperiled-Species-Management-Plan-2016-2026.pdf) in

November 2016 and final rule changes effective February 2017.

As of June 30, 2017, there were 38 State-designated Threatened species and six State-designated
Species of Special Concern. Gopher tortoise management and permitting is proceeding under the
revised ten-year management plan, approved in September 2012, and the revised permitting
guidelines, approved in February 2015. The Panama City crayfish has a draft management plan

(http://myfwc.com/media/3395300/Panama-City-Crayfish-Draft-Management-Plan-February-

2016.pdf) and is currently under review for federal listing. The remaining 42 State-listed species
are included in the new management planning approach for at-risk species. The focus for on-going
at-risk species management planning is to utilize an integrated management approach to improve
resource utilization and cooperation with partners and provide a long-term strategy for conservation
and management of at-risk species. This integrated model includes a multi-species plan (the
Imperiled Species Management Plan) that allows FWC to identify potential or real conflicts,
recognize opportunities, and achieve efficiencies in a way that single-species management at this

volume would not allow.

Since the final approval of the Imperiled Species Management Plan, staff have been working on the
implementation of the six main objectives and the development of Species Conservation Measures

and Permitting Guidelines (http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/imperiled/management-plans/) for

all 57 species included in the Plan, starting with the 42 that are State-listed. The final public
comment period for the Plan and 8 of the associated guidelines occurred in Fall 2016 and received
over 300 comments and suggestions. Partners and stakeholders have been integral in the
development of the species action plans and Imperiled Species Management Plan and FWC will
continue to engage and update stakeholders in implementation of the Plan and continued
development of permitting guidelines. Independent Economic Assessments have been conducted

relating to the rule changes associated with Rule 68A-27 F.A.C. and the Species Conservation

Managing fish and wildlife resources for their long-term well-being and the benefit of people
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Measures and Permitting Guidelines. Additional information on these resources may be accessed at

http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/imperiled/species-guidelines/.

Since FY 2013-14, the Legislature has authorized recurring Threatened and Nongame Species
Management funding. FWC uses these funds to conduct activities to improve the status of Florida’s
State-designated Threatened and nongame species, focusing on the development and
implementation of management plans, research and monitoring programs, and undertaking
conservation actions. This funding has allowed FWC to conduct conservation actions and/or
monitoring for State-listed species such as the Homosassa shrew, Florida mouse, Sherman’s fox
squirrel, Eastern chipmunk, blackmouth shiner, saltmarsh topminnow, harlequin darter, Panama
City crayfish, Worthington’s marsh wren, reddish egret, and American oystercatcher. FWC also
utilizes these funds for conservation actions for the Federally-designated Endangered Florida
grasshopper sparrow, and habitat management to benefit sandhill species at several wildlife
management areas (WMAs). Funding also provides volunteer coordinators to assist with citizen
science projects for the Southeastern American kestrel and the Florida bonneted bat, and
technicians have conducted stewardship activities for listed shorebirds, such as the snowy plover,
American oystercatcher, black skimmer, and least tern, at designated Critical Wildlife Areas (CWA)

across the state.

Currently, FWC has no requests for legislative changes affecting listed species. FWC will work with

the Legislature should any legislation involving listed wildlife species be proposed.
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Funding Request

RECOMMENDED FUNDING LEVEL - The recommended level of funding for the FWC endangered species
programs in FY 2018-19 is $33,621,933 (Exhibit 2). This includes funding to maintain and enhance
current programs and continuation of awards from federal grants designed to assist in development
of recovery programs.

Exhibit 2
FWC Endangered and Threatened Species Funding Request for FY 2018-19

FUNDING SOURCE AMOUNT

Nongame Wildlife Trust Fund (NWTF) $5,393,606
General Revenue Fund (GR) $415,283
Florida Panther Research & Management Trust Fund (FPRMTF) $1,412,507
Save the Manatee Trust Fund (STMTF) $3,485,132
Marine Resources Conservation Trust Fund (MRCTF) $9,338,610
Land Acquisition Trust Fund (LATF) $1,769,356
State Game Trust Fund (SGTF) $843,595
Federal Grants (FGTF) $8,486,634
Grants and Donations Trust Fund $2.477,210

ol suensn)
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PROGRESS REPORT

FWC’s mission is “managing fish and wildlife resources for their long-term well-being and the
benefit of people.” Management of listed species includes surveying and monitoring of species,
habitat improvement and restoration, development and implementation of management plans,
conservation planning, agency commenting on potential impacts to species, and citizen awareness.
Research is a systematic means of generating the scientific information necessary to support and
guide management of listed species. Research is also leading to a better understanding of how
wildlife managers may alter populations through management actions, as well as leading to
management actions that have aided in species stabilization and conservation. This section briefly
describes the progress of ongoing listed species management and research by FWC. Appendix A
contains a complete list of listed species’ scientific and common names, and Appendix D provides

the same information for non-listed species.

MAMMALS

Several subspecies of the old-field mouse, collectively known as beach mice, inhabit coastal dune
habitat along the Atlantic Coast and northwest Gulf Coast of Florida. Beach mice also occur along
the coast of Alabama. Due to extensive development of their coastal habitat, as well as impacts
from hurricanes and non-native predators, all but one of the beach mouse subspecies are listed as
Federally Endangered or Threatened by the USFWS. In Florida, these include the Choctawhatchee
beach mouse, Anastasia Island beach mouse, St. Andrew beach mouse, Perdido Key beach mouse (all
Federally-designated Endangered), and the Southeastern beach mouse (Federally-designated
Threatened).

GULF COAST CONSERVATION AND POPULATION MONITORING - FWC, Florida Department of Environmental

Protection’s (FDEP), Gulf Islands National Seashore, the St. Joe Company, and Tyndall Air Force
Base continued a long-term monitoring program for beach mice during FY 2016-17 at 11 public sites

and one private site along the northwest Gulf Coast of Florida (Exhibit 3).
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The mean detection rate (percentage of stations with tracks per sampling period) varied from 46%
at Grayton Beach State Park to 95% at Shell Island East (Exhibit 3). Most sites had mean detection
rates above 80%, which indicates most of the available dune habitat at these sites is occupied by
beach mice. On the other hand, the same four sites (Deer Lake State Park, Grayton Beach State
Park, Topsail Hill State Park, and Rish State Park) that had the lowest detection rates in FY 2014-15
and FY 2015-16 had the lowest rates again in FY 2016-17, suggesting that populations at these sites

merit continued close monitoring.

The high detection rate for Perdido Key beach mice is encouraging. Less than ten years ago,
populations of the Perdido Key beach mouse were at perilously low levels and were restricted to the
eastern end of the island. Since 2010, however, beach mice have been detected throughout the
three large public lands on Perdido Key and in some areas in between. The continued presence of
Choctawhatchee beach mice at Grayton Beach State Park is also encouraging. Despite several prior
translocations, beach mice were absent here in 2011 when mice were reintroduced from nearby
Topsail Hill Preserve State Park. Although beach mice are still present at Grayton Beach State Park
six years after being reintroduced, less than half of the stations detected beach mice in FY 2016-17,

and that was the lowest proportion of detections at any site.

St. Andrews State Park in Bay County consists of the primary park property on the mainland plus an
adjacent large undeveloped area of dunes on Shell Island. The mainland part of the park has been
devoid of beach mice for several decades, while the island portion has maintained a stable
population of Choctawhatchee beach mice. In FY 2016-17, FWC helped USFWS, FDEP, and Tyndall
Air Force Base capture mice on Shell Island and transfer them to the uninhabited state park
property on the mainland. A few weeks later, a second cohort of mice was moved to the mainland
and subsequent trapping showed some reintroduced mice had survived and some had even
reproduced. Although some non-native house mice are present in the mainland recipient site,
biologists are optimistic that the reintroduced beach mice will continue to survive and reproduce,
thereby providing another population in case storms, disease, or predators cause the Shell Island

population to decline.
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Exhibit 3. Mean Percentage of Track Stations where Beach Mouse Tracks were Detected in FY 2016-17
During Repeated Monitoring at 12 Coastal Locations in Northwest Florida.

PERCENT OF

SAMPLING LOCATION COUNTY STATIONS
SUBSPECIES STATIONS WITH TRACKS

Billy Joe Rish Park Gulf St. Andrew 21 65

East Crooked Island Gulf St. Andrew 42 84
St. Joseph Peninsula State Park Gulf St. Andrew 40 94
Deer Lake State Park Walton  Choctawhatchee 16 58

BEACHMOUSE | NUMBEROF

Grayton Beach Walton  Choctawhatchee 435 46

Shell Island East Bay Choctawhatchee 30 85

Shell Island West Bay Choctawhatchee 20 86

Topsail Hill Preserve Walton ~ Choctawhatchee 32 58

Water Sound Walton  Choctawhatchee 4 80

West Crooked Island Bay Choctawhatchee 30 89

Gulf Islands National Seashore Escambia Perdido Key 80 83
Perdido Key State Park Escambia Perdido Key 81 91

ATLANTIC COAST BEACH MOUSE CONSERVATION - The Southeastern beach mouse historically occurred

from Volusia County south to Broward County, and possibly as far south as Miami Beach. The
current distribution of this mouse is likely restricted to Volusia and Brevard counties, and perhaps
scattered locations in Indian River, St. Lucie, and Martin counties. In FY 2015-16, FWC used track
tubes to determine the presence of Southeastern beach mice in St. Lucie and Martin counties.
Although rodent tracks were detected, no beach mice were captured during subsequent trapping.
No additional surveys were conducted during FY 2016-17 and the current southern extent of the

range of the Southeastern beach mouse remains undetermined.

In October 2016, Hurricane Matthew passed along the east coast of Florida and winds and storm
surge severely impacted beach mouse habitat in the coastal dunes along Anastasia Island. Due to
the storm’s destruction to much of the dune vegetation, biologists were concerned that beach mice
might not have enough natural food plants to survive. FWC and partners in USFWS, FDEP, and the
National Park Service devised a plan to scatter sunflower seeds in the dunes as a supplemental food
for beach mice that survived the storm. Track tubes and remote cameras were placed along feeding
transects to monitor the presence of beach mice at Anastasia State Park and Fort Matanzas National

Monument. Supplemental feeding and monitoring began in May and continued into the summer.
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During FY 2016-17, the USFWS approved FWC to allocate federal funds for a one-year project to
evaluate impacts from Hurricane Matthew on the Anastasia Island beach mouse population and the
habitats where it occurs within Fort Matanzas National Monument and Anastasia State Park. FWC
will assess the relative abundance of Anastasia Island beach mice and the condition of the available
habitats on those sites post-hurricane. A site-specific habitat restoration strategy will also be

produced.

In 2010, FWC and external experts conducted a Biological Status Review of the Florida mouse,
during which it was determined the species did not meet the criteria for State listing. However, the
Florida mouse retained its status as a State-designated Species of Special Concern until the
Imperiled Species Management Plan was finalized and rule changes became effective in January

2017. This species will no longer be included in future reports.

ASSESSING THE GENETIC STRUCTURE OF THE STATEWIDE FLORIDA MOUSE POPULATION FOR MORE EFFECTIVE

CONSERVATION AND MANAGEMENT - Genetic samples have been collected from Florida mice across the

state and analysis is underway. Data collected will allow for the development of fine scale species
distribution models that can be used to improve management for this and other sandhill and scrub
dependent species. This project, conducted by researchers from the University of Florida, was
initiated in FY 2013-14. In FY 2015-16, FWC obtained a grant to support the remaining work for this
project which will be completed in FY 2017-18. Genetic analyses conducted for this study will
produce information on the extent of gene flow, or connectivity, among local populations across the
range of the Florida mouse, which is needed for better management of this species across its range.
Genetic analyses also will help to identify and prioritize areas of high conservation value for Florida

mice throughout the state.

To date, University of Florida researchers have genotyped 1001 Podomys, representing 61 unique
locations where the mice were trapped; researched fine scale phylogenetic relationships among
recently diverged populations; and are currently sequencing 160 samples from 16 sites along the
Lake Wales Ridge. The University of Florida researchers also have successfully sequenced a large
portion (-850 bp) of the mitochondrial cytochrome b gene. Currently they have sequenced 254
Podomys for the cytochrome b gene. The set of markers from the nuclear DNA is being used to

genotype the samples as one method of analysis. Cytochrome b, a mitochondrial DNA gene, is being
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sequenced from a subset of samples as a separate genetic marker for a second type of

analysis. Because these two types of markers come from different sources in an individual (nucleus
and mitochondrion) they provide complementary information with which to better evaluate the
potential causes for any patterns (differences) that are found. This is a cutting edge approach that
will produce robust data that can then be applied to develop the most appropriate conservation and
management recommendations for these wildlife populations. Results to date have revealed a large
amount of variation in the cytochrome b gene range-wide. Basic diversity statistics indicate
sequence diversity is relatively low in most northern locations, and higher at more southerly
locations (with the exception of the Atlantic Ridge sites). Within the Lake Wales Ridge area,
genetic differentiation was high among sampled locations, even at scales of only a few kilometers.
However, samples from locations separated by shorter distances tended to be linked together more
closely. Two sites at the southern end of the Lake Wales Ridge appear to contain highly divergent
set of DNA variations, suggesting that may be an important area of genetic diversity. Also, locations
south of St. Lucie Inlet are highly divergent from other locations including Savannas State Preserve,

which is only a few miles north of the inlet.

Currently, researchers are using genotype data for the 160 Podomys from the Lake Wales Ridge in
combination with other data (e.g., soils) to develop a fine-scale species distribution model. The
model can be used to assess genetic variation among sites relative to the historical distribution of
suitable habitat and changes in land use that have occurred. Those results can be used to improve

how management actions are applied going forward.

SURVEYS ON WEAS AND WMAS - Surveys were conducted at three sites: Branan Field Wildlife and
Environmental Area (WEA) in Duval County, Lafayette Forest WEA in Lafayette County, and Half
Moon WMA in Sumter County. As a gopher tortoise commensal, the Florida mouse benefits from
land management for gopher tortoises, however understanding use of these sites by Florida mice
can assist in meeting the goals of the Species Action Plan and preventing the need to re-list in the
future. Branan Field contains limited habitat suitable for the Florida mouse. During FY 2016-17,
FWC conducted a Florida mouse survey on 75 acres of sandhill habitat on the northern end of Branan
Field WEA. Surveys were conducted between December 5th and 10th, 2016, and no Florida mice
were captured. This was the third unsuccessful attempt to capture Florida mice and no future
survey is planned for Branan Field. FWC also conducted a Florida mouse survey on 1,258 acres of

restoration sandhill and flatwoods habitat on the southern end of Lafayette Forest WEA in Lafayette
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County. FWC conducted the surveys between February and April 2017, and 37 Florida mice were
captured. In December 2016 and January 2017, FWC completed a small mammal presence/absence
survey in four areas of scrubby flatwoods on Half Moon Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in Sumter

County. During 320 trap nights, three Florida mice were captured at one of the sites.

The Everglades mink is a State-designated Threatened subspecies; Species Conservation Measures
and Permitting Guidelines were approved for the Everglades mink in November 2016. The
Everglades mink is known to occur in the fresh water marshes and wet forests of the Everglades.
Information on its distribution and habitat needs are lacking, in part due to the absence of an
effective survey method. In order to learn more about Everglades mink distribution, an effective
survey method needs to be developed. To meet this need, FWC evaluated the efficacy of camera
traps and spotlighting as methods for detecting mink in Florida. In addition, a website

(http://myfwc.com/research/wildlife/terrestrial-mammals/mink-sightings/) was created for the

public to report mink sightings, which can be used to guide survey efforts and supplement field
data. The website included a Google Maps®© tool for reporting the exact location of each mink
sighting and a comments section for providing sighting details, as well the opportunity to attach
pictures. Comments, pictures, and contact information submitted with the sighting location were
used to evaluate the validity of the sighting. The website address and its purpose were advertised

to the public using local media resources.

Between July 2014 and June 2016, FWC conducted field surveys on three mink subspecies in Florida:
Gulf salt marsh mink, Atlantic salt marsh mink, and Everglades mink. FWC conducted earlier camera
trap surveys of both Atlantic and Gulf salt marsh mink (October 2013 through May 2016). Camera
traps consisted of a trail camera placed within a bucket on a floating platform, a method developed
by researchers at the University of Florida. Camera trap surveys were conducted in salt marsh
habitat in Duval, Nassau, and St. John’s counties in northeast Florida, and in Dixie, Levy, and Citrus
counties along the Gulf coast. FWC detected Atlantic salt marsh mink on 50 of 274 (18%) camera
traps. Gulf salt marsh mink were detected on 37 of 537 (7%) camera traps. Mink were detected with

camera traps in Nassau, Duval, Dixie, Levy, and Citrus counties.

Under a grant FWC biologists received in July 2014, FWC evaluated camera traps and visual surveys

as methods for detecting Everglades mink. FWC biologists conducted camera trap surveys for
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Everglades mink between July 2014 and June 2017 using two types of camera traps. First, floating
camera traps were used to survey in salt marsh and fresh water swamp. Second, trail cameras were
attached to trees and focused on small water holes within forested wetlands. Everglades mink
camera trap surveys occurred in Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park, Picayune Strand State

Forest, Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge, and Big Cypress National Preserve.

In addition to camera trap surveys, FWC conducted visual surveys of Everglades mink in Fakahatchee
Strand Preserve State Park, Big Cypress National Preserve, and Picayune Strand State Forest along
roads and trails between April 2015 and June 2017. In total, FWC surveyed 24 transects, two to four
nights each. A single night’s survey involved traveling along a predetermined route and scanning for
mink along the edges of roads and trails. Half of the surveys were conducted for two hours starting
at sunrise and half during the two hours either immediately before or after sunset. Mink were
detected by their distinctive, yellow eye-shine at night or visually during the day and their location

recorded.

Between June 2012 and June 2017, 550 sightings were reported on the mink website. Sightings
occurred throughout the state with 32 sightings reported in the Everglades region. Overall, less
than 30% of the sightings were deemed valid based on comments and pictures submitted. Most of

the sighting reports were river otter, which are more common than mink but similar in appearance.

Everglades mink were detected on one transect during spotlight surveys along Janes Scenic Drive in
Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park. Everglades mink were also detected on two of 537 (less
than 1%) camera traps, both of which were trail cameras attached to trees. No Everglades mink

were detected on floating camera traps.

Camera traps effectively detected Atlantic and Gulf salt marsh mink. Neither camera traps nor
visual surveys were particularly effective in detecting Everglades mink. Future Everglades mink

surveys will focus on surveying additional public lands.

The Homosassa shrew is currently listed in Florida as a State-designated Species of Special Concern.
In 2014, FWC completed a project studying the status and distribution of the Homosassa shrew in
Florida. The goal of this project was to obtain data needed to reassess the listing status. Multiple
sources of data obtained during that project indicated the current accepted range is a reasonable

estimate of the extent of occurrence. The number of habitats where Homosassa shrews were
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recorded showed the Homosassa shrew has a large area of occupancy within that extent of
occurrence. The project results also indicated an apparent low rate of occurrence for the
Homosassa shrew, which seemed consistent with results from other recently published studies. The
project results were detailed in a final report. In April 2017, staff initiated the reevaluation of the
biological status of the Homosassa shrew with final findings anticipated in FY 2017-18. The

Biological Review Group will consist of three experts, including two from outside FWC.

The Sherman’s short-tailed shrew is one of two species of short-tailed shrew that occurs in Florida.
The Sherman’s short-tailed shrew is currently listed as a State-designated Threatened species in
Florida. The Sherman’s short-tailed shrew is believed to be restricted to a small area in southwest
Florida from the vicinity of Royal Palm to just north of Fort Myers. The specimens used to
differentiate Sherman’s short-tailed shrew from other species of short-tailed shrew and delineate its
range in Florida were collected in 1955. Sampling is being conducted to evaluate its population

status and determine if it is still present within its presumed range.

Between December 2014 and February 2017, FWC surveyed for Sherman’s short-tailed shrew on
publicly managed lands in Charlotte and Lee counties. FWC established 63 drift-fence arrays, each
of which was constructed using three 30-foot segments of silt fence in a “Y” formation with seven
two-gallon buckets placed flush with the ground at the ends and center of each fence segment.
Raised covers were placed over each bucket to protect captured animals from sun and rain. Each
array was open for a minimum of 30 days, with most arrays open for 60 days. Each array was
checked two to three times a week and all captured shrews were identified by species and either

tissue samples (e.g. tail tip) or whole carcasses were collected for future genetic analysis.

In total, 259 least shrews and three short-tailed shrews were captured. The three short-tailed
shrew specimens were captured on the Corkscrew Regional Ecosystem Watershed Wildlife and
Environmental Area (WEA) in Lee County. This location is within the presumed range of the
Sherman’s short-tailed shrew, but genetic analysis is required to confirm that the specimens are

Sherman’s short-tailed shrew, and not the more common related species.
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The Sanibel Island rice rat occurs only on Sanibel Island. In 2010, FWC and external experts
conducted a biological status review that determined the Sanibel Island rice rat met the criteria to
be listed in Florida as a State-designated Threatened species. The status of the Sanibel Island rice
rat was changed to State-designated Threatened from Species of Special Concern in January 2017
and it is now listed under 68A-27.003, F.A.C. The Species Action Plan developed in 2013 stated that
development of a reliable monitoring program for detecting rice rats needs to be an initial focus for
plan implementation. On Sanibel Island, the Sanibel Island rice rat exists mostly in freshwater,
open marsh habitat that forms in swales across the island. The freshwater marshes in the swales
are extremely important to the existence of the Sanibel Island rice rat, but much of that habitat has

been lost or degraded through construction of ditches in the past and by invasion of woody brush.

FILLING DATA GAPS TO ADDRESS THE STATUS AND MANAGEMENT OF THE SANIBEL ISLAND RICE RAT - During FY

2015-16 the University of Florida began a project to fill data gaps on the Sanibel Island rice rat with
funding from a State Wildlife Grant This project addresses four objectives: 1) Determine the current
distribution of the Sanibel Island rice rat; 2) Identify habitat features that influence the occurrence,
colonization, and extirpation of Sanibel Island rice rat; 3) Evaluate the effects of habitat
management activities on the occurrence and activity of Sanibel Island rice rats; 4) Determine the
most appropriate methods for a reliable monitoring program for the Sanibel Island rice rat

population.

The second year of field work for this project was completed during FY 2016-17. Sanibel Island rice
rats have been captured at multiple study sites both by photographs from game cameras as well as
by standard live-trapping of individuals. The third year of field work surveying for the Sanibel Island
rice rat is underway. Results to date indicate the amount of cordgrass present in freshwater marsh
habitat is significantly positively correlated with the probability that Sanibel Island rice rats will
occur there. These results support the efforts to restore the open freshwater marsh habitat on

Sanibel Island.

RESTORING FRESHWATER SPARTINA MARSH HABITAT ON SANIBEL ISLAND TO BENEFIT THE SANIBEL ISLAND RICE

RAT - This three-year project also began in FY 2015-16. FWC funded this project to restore
significant areas of freshwater marsh habitat to benefit the Sanibel Island rice rat. FWC funds and
manages contracts for the USFWS “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge and the Sanibel-Captiva

Conservation Foundation, the organizations that manage a large proportion of the habitat
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potentially occupied by the Sanibel Island rice rat on Sanibel Island. The goal of the project is to
restore the hydrology and the open, freshwater sand cordgrass marsh habitat in swales, which occur
on the island. So far, this project has successfully removed 69.5 acres of hardwood brush species
such as Brazilian pepper, wax myrtle, and green buttonwood, and has increased the acreage of open
freshwater marsh habitat available for the Sanibel Island rice rat. FWC is also funding vegetation
monitoring to measure changes in the vegetation community within the project areas. These
habitat restoration and monitoring efforts complement the Sanibel Island rice rat surveys conducted

by the University of Florida (see above).

During FY 2016-17, the hydrologic restoration component of this project began. The objectives for
hydrology restoration are to increase groundwater levels and surface-water holding capacity,
restore additional sand cordgrass marsh, and increase and extend the hydroperiod in those marshes
on the Bailey Tract within the “Ding” Darling Refuge. During the first year, land surveys were done,
and hydrologic modeling and engineering plans were started. In FY 2017-18, the plans will be
finalized and construction will be done to restore hydrology by removing levees, installing culverts,

and filling a man-made pond.

The Florida bonneted bat was Federally-listed by the USFWS as an Endangered species in October
2013. The Florida bonneted bat is the largest and rarest bat species in Florida. Florida bonneted
bats have been known to occur in the Miami area since the 1930’s; however, only one roost was
known outside Miami (in a bat house at a private residence in Ft. Myers) until 2006. That year,
bonneted bats were detected through acoustic surveys by the Florida Bat Conservancy on Babcock-
Webb Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in Charlotte County.

During FY 2016-17, emergence counts were conducted in December 2016 (96 bats in nine bat houses
and three natural roosts) and April 2017 (106 bats in ten bat houses and four natural roosts) on
Babcock-Webb WMA. Also in FY 2016-17, FWC conducted pup counts at nine bat houses to
determine in which houses Florida bonneted bats gave birth and how many youn