
 

    

  

    

    

   

   

This presentation is intended to be an executive level overview of the proposed 

guidelines revisions. A more detailed description on specific changes is provided in the 

supplemental background document provided. Guiding principles for the permitting 

framework include consistency with the approved Gopher Tortoise Management Plan, 

technical and legal feasibility of the guidelines, and relevance to pertinent gopher 

tortoise conservation issues. 
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The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) published its first Gopher Tortoise 

Management Plan (Gopherus polyphemus) in 2007 and the species was reclassified as Threatened. 

Revisions to the management plan were approved in September 2012. The goal of the Gopher Tortoise 

Management Plan is: to restore and maintain secure, viable populations throughout Florida so the 

species no longer warrants listing. The goal of the plan will be accomplished by meeting the following 

conservation objectives: 

•Minimize the loss of gopher tortoises 

•Increase and improve gopher tortoise habitat 

•Enhance and restore gopher tortoise populations 

•Maintain the gopher tortoise’s function as a keystone species 

The Plan outlines a series of conservation strategies and actions that will help us meet the objectives. 

These include:  habitat preservation and management; population and disease management; landowner 

incentives; local government coordination; monitoring and research; permitting; law enforcement; 

education and outreach; conservation of commensal species (species that depend on gopher tortoise 

burrows for shelter). 

The management plan and permitting guidelines’ updates allow for an adaptive process that benefits 

both the conservation of the tortoise and stakeholders who depend on the documents for guidance. 

Permitting guidelines were first approved in 2008 and have been updated several times since; the last 

update was approved by the Commission in April 2013. The permitting guidelines include permits for 

relocating tortoises to protected, managed lands; a permit for qualified individuals to perform relocation 

activities; and a permit to temporary displace tortoises from linear utility projects. Continued 

improvements to these guidelines help us meet the first objective of the management plan; minimize the 

loss of gopher tortoises by ensuring relocation prior to commencing development activities. 
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Members of the Gopher Tortoise Technical Assistance Group (GTTAG) and FWC 

gopher tortoise team (GT3) staff worked together to draft revised language for the 

guidelines. Over the past year, members of the GTTAG group and public agency 

partners have participated in ongoing dialogue with FWC on the proposed changes. 

Meetings of the GTTAG were held in March, June, September, November and 

December which provided an opportunity for the public to comment on these changes. 

The last meeting in December has resulted in the proposed revisions brought to you 

today. 
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Many of the revisions to the permitting guidelines improve clarity and concordance with the 

revised management plan. Some permittees were unclear if approvals from the various 

water management districts qualified as “local government approval” for commencing 

clearing and grading activities on a development site. Therefore, clarification that to 

specifically include approvals issued by various water management districts has been 

added. Mitigation for gopher tortoise permits is subject to annual adjustments based on the 

Consumer Price Index. This revision brings the current mitigation amounts in line with the 

most recent CPI adjustment. In addition to those consistency items, staff have identified 

other needed improvements to the permitting guidelines which are also included in the 

proposed revisions presented today. 
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Currently, the permitting guidelines do not specify how far back experience can be 

documented to qualify for an Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent permit. The proposed 

revision ensures that for future authorized agents, experience must have been obtained 

under current permitting and relocation standards first implemented in April 2009.  Also 

proposed, is a specific time (2 years) for training course completion certificates; persons 

who have completed a training course (in lieu of actual experience) must apply for their 

agent permit within 2 years of training course completion. 
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Although improved pastures can provide suitable habitat and forage opportunities for 

gopher tortoises and other imperiled wildlife, many wildlife conservation incentive 

programs offer the greatest incentives to native intact habitats. Furthermore, research has 

shown a lack of  recruitment of juvenile tortoises in pasture areas that are wide open with 

no shrub cover due to increased predation of nests and hatchlings. The gopher tortoise 

permitting framework is designed to provide incentives to landowners with high quality, 

secure habitat that is protected and managed for gopher tortoises and other native wildlife. 

Gopher tortoise recipient sites are evaluated based on habitat quality criteria that awards 

tortoise “stocking bonuses” for desirable habitat; the higher habitat value a site has, the 

higher stocking density of tortoises it can sustain. Higher stocking densities equals greater 

potential financial benefits for the recipient site. The proposed guideline revisions limit 

the percent of improved pasture for recipient sites (40%), requires areas of improved 

pasture to have protection  from climate and predators,  and does not award tortoise 

“stocking bonuses” for improved pasture areas within a gopher tortoise recipient site. 

These proposed revisions focus greater incentives where the highest conservation value 

can be obtained for gopher tortoises while still recognizing the importance of improved 

pasture as part of a mosaic of habitat for gopher tortoises. 
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Most of the currently permitted gopher tortoise recipient sites are “working lands” and 

graze cattle. While most cattle grazing practices are compatible with managing gopher 

tortoise recipient sites, some activities may adversely affect areas where gopher 

tortoises have been stocked at higher densities. Currently, the permitting guidelines do 

not provide guidance for landowners related to cattle grazing on gopher tortoise 

recipient sites. Working with stakeholders, including the Florida Cattleman’s 

Association, the proposed revisions will help ensure adequate forage is available for 

gopher tortoises by providing a minimum height for vegetation, specify a maximum 

cow/calf unit per acre within the recipient site, and provide basic criteria regarding high 

intensity areas for cattle water and feeding stations within recipient sites.  

 

The proposed revisions to the guidelines also help ensure that recipient sites can 

demonstrate conservation success over time. These revisions include having an initial 

plan in case of frequent mortality of gopher tortoises and documenting evidence of 

recruitment on follow-up surveys for site monitoring.  Input from stakeholders was 

critical to ensuring that the proposed revisions are practical and reasonable.  



        

    

      

 

Now that the gopher tortoise permitting guidelines have been implemented for the past 

5 years, FWC staff have identified areas where we can make the permitting process 

more user-friendly by adding flexibility for permittees and reducing regulation. 
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The proposed revisions also help make permit options more feasible for applicants 

while still resulting in high conservation value for gopher tortoises relocated to 

protected, managed recipient sites.  
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The FWC staff continues to work with stakeholders to implement the new Wildlife Best 

Management Practices for silviculture. FWC anticipates landowner enrollment with the 

BMPs to occur over the next year or more before the exemption (Gopher Tortoise 

Enforcement Policy) for gopher tortoises is phased out. The Gopher Tortoise 

Enforcement Policy will remain in place and reevaluated sometime in the future after 

full implementation of the Wildlife BMPs for Silviculture and Agriculture.  

  

Staff is committed to working with stakeholders to address these emerging issues in the 

future.  



   

 

 

Staff recommends approval of the revisions to the Gopher Tortoise Permitting 

Guidelines. 
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