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A look back 

150 years ago Florida was a wilderness, vast pine forests, swamps and wetlands 
covered the state and wildlife was abundant. 

Flocks of birds were said to be so large and dense they could block out the sun. 



 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

At the time natural resources seemed unlimited and by early in the 20th century, the 
towering cypress of Florida’s coastal swamps had been mostly cleared and logging 
railroads were moving inland to cut valuable pine forests. 

The concept of wildlife conservation was still in its infancy. Fishing and hunting was 
largely unregulated. 



 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

It was against this backdrop that the Babcock-Webb WMA was established in 1941 in 
what would be become one of the largest and most innovative system of wildlife 
conservation lands in the nation. 

Wildlife Management Area 
System in the 1960s 

By the 1960s the system had grown to encompass 26 areas on both public and private 
lands; primarily focused on game management and access for hunting. 



 

 

  
 

 
 
 

 

 

  
 

 
 
 
 

WMA System Today 

Now, spanning almost six million acres, Florida’s wildlife management areas anchor a 
network of interconnected lands that continue the tradition of excellent game 
management AND help sustain our diverse fish and wildlife. 

In a state of more than 20 million people (the third most populous state in the United 
States), our WMA system provides expansive and beautiful landscapes to enjoy fish 
and wildlife recreation, family bonding and relaxation with friends. 



 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  
  
  

 

  
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 Its important role in conserving fish and wildlife 
Opportunities for enjoying the natural world 
Become engaged with our conservation missionn 





Winner1st Place @ Three Lakes WMA 

Goal::  Introduce a broader segment of the 
public to the WMA system 

2017 offered the opportunity to celebrate the 75th Anniversary of the WMA system, its 
history and achievements and introduce a broader segment of Floridians to the 
important role our WMAs play in conserving Florida’s wildlife and the tremendous 
recreational opportunities they provide. 

We wanted to reach people who were not aware of the WMA system and had not visited 
a WMA. 

Particular audiences included: 
• Residents of communities near our WMAs 
• People interested in wildlife, nature and nature/wildlife-focused recreation 
• Internal staff 

In keeping with our strategic initiative to expand participation in conservation some 
events and program offerings contained a particular focus on families. 

We also hoped to increase awareness about opportunities for Floridians to engage in 
our conservation mission through citizen science and stewardship. 



 

 

 

  

 
 

 

  
 

  
 
 
 

  

Approach 
 CCommunications 

― News releases, social media and in-depth articles 

 Outreach  Events 

― Kick-off and Closing events at Babcock-Webb & Tosohatchee 

― Participation at partner & community events 

 Activities 
― Photo sharing ― Interactive Tours 
― Photo contest ― Volunteer stewardship 
― Geocaching Challenge ― Bioblitzes 

We used an integrated communications approach for a broad reach and then built on 
the awareness generated through those sustained communications with targeted 
outreach events and delivered a variety of hands-on programs. 

These hands-on activities were designed to more deeply engage participants, involve 
them in our conservation mission and give us the opportunity to learn whether we were 
making a difference. 

This presentation highlights some of these efforts. 



 

 

    
  

 
 

 
 
  

  
 
   

 
  

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Communications 

We developed a 75th Anniversary website, a calendar of events, themes and stories for 
the anniversary year, and used social media and an email subscription system (called 
Gov Delivery) to tell those stories. 

Our key topics focused on: 

• The important role WMAs have in sustaining fish and wildlife (like the Florida 
bonneted bat pictured here) 

• The work our biologists do to care for the lands under our management 

• The partnerships that make the WMA system successful 

• The recreation opportunities WMAs offer 



 

 

   
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 
  

   
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Sustained throughout the year 

About twice a month we featured WMAs around the state via social media and we 
produced more lengthy articles on a variety of topics: 
• “Cool Critters” the WMA system has had an important role in restoring or where 

management is focused to ensure their survival 
• Management activities like prescribed fire, restoring hydrology and controlling exotics 
• Opportunities to explore WMAs, discover their beauty, unique history, and bond with 

family and friends 
We were particularly pleased with the number of people who signed up to receive WMA 
articles. Each article reached an average of 65,000 subscribers AND articles were 
opened and read at 3 times the rate that Gov Delivery reports nationwide. Several 
articles were picked up and reprinted in newspapers around the state boosting their 
reach into multiple hundreds of thousands. 
An average of more than 20,000 people were reached with each of the many social 
media posts produced. 



 

 
  

 
   

 
 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

Outreach Events - Kickoff 

To further engage our target audiences, we held a series of outreach events throughout 
the year – starting with the January 2017 kickoff at Babcock-Webb WMA. Nearly 500 
people attended the kick-off. About 50% were first time visitors to a WMA. 
The event was family-friendly with many opportunities for hands-on learning. We were 
pleased to see that the target audiences responded. Families made up a large 
percentage of participants, and the kids tent (pictured above) was busy throughout the 
day. 

Community Outreach 

Welcome to the Woods 
Seminole Forest WMA 

Swamp Cabbage Festival 
Labelle 

Munson Heritage Festival 

The Wildlife and Habitat Management Section staff took the celebration beyond the 
borders of our WMAs to partner and local community celebrations around the state. We 
even had a first ever parade float in the Labelle Swamp Cabbage Festival. 



Celebration Activities 












Photo sharing 

Photo contest 

Geocaching Challenge 

Interactive Tours 

Bioblitzes 

Volunteer Stewardship  

Wings Over Florida Participants 
L. Kirk Edwards WEA 

Continuing to step toward greater engagement, we also held a range of activities 
throughout the year. Collectively, more than 3,000 people participated in these various 
activities all designed to encouraged people to explore and learn about our WMAs and 
fish and wildlife, and to get involved in our conservation mission. 
People shared stunning pictures via Instagram at #WMAzing and through our photo 
contest. Some of the contest winners photos are included in this presentation. 
We also offered a variety of interactive tours like the Wings Over Florida birding tour 
pictured here. Participants in the Wings Over Florida program earn beautiful certificates 
with artwork done by notable wildlife artists that commemorate their birding 
achievements. 
A number of stewardship events were also held at WMAs around the state. 



 
 

 

 
 

  

 

 

  
 

 
 

   
  

  
 
 
 

  

Geocaching Challenge 

“Thanks for this series. We didn't know this 
location was here, thanks for placing this to 
bring us into this beautiful place. We're looking 
forward to finding out about the other WMAs.” 

“As much of Florida that I have seen there's 
still so much more that I still have to discover. 
This series of caches is helping me see a lot 
that I have just driven by in the past.” 

One of the completely new activities offered during the 75th Anniversary year was a 
Geocaching Challenge. 
Geocaching, is a an outdoor “treasure hunt” using GPS-enabled devices. We placed 
caches in spots chosen by the biologists for their unique qualities and then invited the 
geocaching community to find the caches. Some included 75th anniversary wooden 
tokens. 
It was not long before citizen Craig Hablewitz managed to find every geocache in the 
state. We featured him in an interview pictured here. 
The geocaching activity was particularly interesting to us because participants were so 
forthcoming in their online comments to geocaching.com. Above are just two from 
dozens and dozens. Many reflect this theme of discovering the WMAs for the first time. 

http:geocaching.com


 

 

   
   

  

  
 

   
 

 
 
 

  

Bioblitzes 

Nearing the apex of engagement we held a series of Bioblitzes. 
A Bioblitz is an effort to record as many species as possible in a particular area within a 
designated time period. They are a great a citizen science activity to engage the public 
to connect to nature while generating data that is useful for our wildlife management 
area staff. 
We held bioblitzes on Chassahowitzka and Aucilla WMAs and Watermelon Pond 
Wildlife and Environmental Area. Participants fanned out over the management areas in 
small groups led by WMA and other FWC staff and volunteers from universities and 
other agencies.  



 

  
  

 
 

  
 
  

 
 

 

  

  

 
 

Bioblitzes 

Even though Hurricane Irma caused us to cancel one of the scheduled bioblitzes at Corbett WMA, 
participants in other bioblitzes had a great time and we learned a great deal about how to plan and hold 
successful bioblitz events. 
We continued to be pleased at reaching new audiences – 56% of the participants in the Bioblitzs had 
never been to a WMA. 
We also were pleased to see the participant evaluations show a strong intent to visit again (3.6 out of 4) 
and a statistically significant shift toward a more favorable assessment of FWC’s management of wildlife. 

Florida Nature Trackers 

To implement the 75th Anniversary Bioblitzes, FWC staff worked with iNaturalist.org to create a Florida 
Inaturalist site called Florida Nature Trackers: http://floridanaturetrackers.com/florida-nature-
trackers/projects/. 
Nature Tracker is a fun way to use technology to explore the outdoors and collect data that helps wildlife 
managers.  
Bioblitz participants uploaded their pictures of animals and plants to the site where their observations are 
reviewed and verified by experts. 
Since the site was developed in March 2017, almost 5,000 observations have been recorded. 

http://floridanaturetrackers.com/florida-nature
http:iNaturalist.org
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Future Plans 








Continued WMA highlights and articles 
Geocache and Map “Stories” 
Promote Nature Trackers 
Backyards and Beyond 

e 
A 

2nd Place 
Everglades WM 

We  looked at much of  what we did over the 75th  Anniversary  Year as a pilot, and we  
plan to continue some of the efforts that were particularly successful.   
Working with Wildlife  Management Area staff, we’ll continue to write articles for email  
subscribers.  
We will also continue to use geocaches and online story maps to tell conservation 
narratives and highlight interesting features that connect our WMAs. For example:  
•  Florida’s Logging Legacy (Box-R to Chassahowitzka WMAs on Florida’s Gulf Coast)  
•  A Red Cockaded  Woodpecker Expedition (Webb, Platt Branch, Triple N, Three  

Lakes, Corbett, and Bull Creek WMAs)  
•  Native American history on the WMAs  
We will continue to promote Florida Nature Trackers and share some of  the interesting  
observations that people record.   
We will also build on the success of Nature Tracker to conduct a pilot project in  
Tallahassee, encouraging people to explore wildlife in their backyards and beyond to 
participate in Bioblitzes at nearby wildlife management areas or partner sites.  
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

 

(TM Goodwin WMA) 


