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Executive Summary 

 

The Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods Initiative is a joint hydrologic restoration effort consisting of 

numerous stakeholders and partners, including the Charlotte Harbor National Estuary Program, 

South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD), Southwest Florida Water Management 

District (SWFWMD), U.S Army Corps of Engineers (USACOE), Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection (FDEP), Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), 

United States Geological Survey (USGS), United States Fish and Wildlife (USFW), Lee County, 

Charlotte County, Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT), City of Cape Coral, and many 

others. A key component of the overall initiative is restoration of tidal creeks within the 

watershed that flow into Charlotte Harbor. These tidal creeks are essential fish habitats for 

snook, redfish, and tarpon. Recreational fishing in the harbor serves as an integral economic 

engine for the regional area.   

Water quality, quantity, and attaining the correct timing of water to the tidal creeks are 

significant elements in tidal creek restoration and preservation efforts, as well as the ability to 

maintain these connections, or the reconnection with creeks that have been bisected from the 

watershed. In order to meet these restoration objectives a Tidal Creek Restoration Sub-

Committee was formed from the full Initiative Team to focus on and prioritize significant and 

essential lands for acquisition, conservation, and opportunities for private-public partnerships.  
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Overview, Goals and Purpose 

   

Several years ago, and for many environmental and economic reasons, the SW Florida Coastal 

Conservation Committee agreed it was extremely important to restore, as much as practicable, 

the historic surface water flows and hydroperiods created by water that flows from the 65,000 

acre Babcock Webb Wildlife Conservation Area east of I-75, across the 8,000 acre Charlotte 

Flatwoods – Yucca Pen Unit, west of U.S. 41 and discharged through tidal creeks that flowed 

into Charlotte Harbor (established as an Estuary of National Significance in 1995).   

 

Over the last 100 years, these historic flows have been blocked and diverted by many types of 

land development, highways, farming/ranching operations, railroads, and drainage projects; with 

a majority of the adverse hydrologic impacts being caused by the construction of I-75, two 

railroads, U.S. Highway 41 and large drainage ditches and canals that divert most of the historic 

surfaces waters north and south of the Flatwoods. 

 

Hydrologic alterations in the watershed have severely impacted many natural resources and more 

specifically tidal creeks that provide essential habitat for many estuarine dependent species and 

generate hundreds of millions of dollars annually to the local, regional, State-wide and National 

economies, as well as the quality of life for both natural and human communities. 

 

During the last decade, the Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods Initiative identified numerous specific 

causes of the hydrologic impacts and explored solutions in order to resolve complex existing 

water related issues.  In 2012 a Tidal Creek Subcommittee was formed to focus specifically on 

the hydrologic restoration of the quality, quantity, and timing of historic flows to these essential 

tidal creeks. Naturally, one of the most important elements was to identify what is needed to 

restore the historic flow-ways from the publicly owned ‘Flatwoods’, east of Burnt Store Road to 

the State Aquatic Preserve, ¼ to 1 mile away, on the west of Burnt Store Road and tidal creeks 

that flow through the Aquatic Preserve into Charlotte Harbor.  

 

   
The Tidal Creek Team 

The Team identified lands consisting of privately owned ‘out-parcels’ that should be acquired 

and conserved to insure these flow-ways can be protected, restored and maintained in perpetuity. 
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General descriptions for the lands are provided and a priority parcel map is included in this 

document on page 10. The group identified and prioritized land in two categories. Lands that 

need to move through the State Lands Acquisition and Restoration Council (ARC) in order to be 

included in the Everglades Forever Boundary for future acquisition funding, and lands that are 

currently in the Everglades Forever Boundary waiting for acquisition funding. The document 

also provides information to other agencies and conservation programs for acquisition, 

conservation, preservation, as well as opportunities for private-public partnerships. 

 

A. Lands were selected and ranked 1-12 based on highest priority in the protection and 

restoration of the critical tidal creeks, cost benefit analysis, and significant needs for 

conservation and preservation. General descriptions for the lands are provided below. 

 

1) STR 32, 33, 34-42-23 – (Highest Priority) Property is located north of the Lee County, 

Charlotte County line, east of Burnt Store Road, and within the SWFWMD. The 

properties include portions of Yucca Pens slough system and are adjacent to the Yucca 

Pens FWC Management area. An ARC application is needed to get the parcels on the 

Florida Forever list.  

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, hydric and mesic pine flatwoods and 

some improved pasture.  Acquisition of these parcels would protect the watersheds of 

Hog Branch, Bear Branch and Yucca Pens Creek.  They would allow for increased 

flexibility in the restoration of water flows under Zemel Road. These parcels would also 

provide opportunities for water storage and treatment that would improve the water 

quality, quantity and restore historic flows to the previously mentioned streams which all 

discharge into the Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserve. These parcels are habitat for 

several listed species including: Gopher tortoise, Sandhill crane, American bald eagle, 

Red Cockaded Woodpecker, and Indigo snake.  The Florida bonneted bat is present on 

nearby parcels and it is highly likely that they would be utilizing these parcels as well.   

 

2) STR 7-43-23 - Shoreline of Yucca Pen Creek near its mouth at the Harbor. Several 

parcels are located in Lee County west of Burnt Store Road, and within the SFWMD. 

Lands to the north, east and west of these parcels are managed as Lee County 20/20, 

Charlotte Harbor Buffer Preserve and by the State of Florida Charlotte Harbor Preserve 

State Park. An ARC application is needed to get the parcels on the Florida Forever List. 

Funding for acquisitions. 

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, Xeric scrub, Scrubby pine flatwoods, 

and Mesic pine flatwoods.  The parcel along the south bank was formerly home to 3 

families of the endangered Florida Scrub jay (1992 Cox statewide survey) and, this 

acquisition would protect the stream from changes in water quality and quantity that can 

have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. It could also provide opportunities to better 

direct stormwater flows from the Burnt Store Road corridor which has been partially 

addressed by Lee County DOT as part of the Matlacha Pass Hydrologic Restoration. 

Restored uplands would protect habitat for several listed species in addition to the Florida 

scrub jay. Other, observed, listed species include American bald eagle, Fox squirrels, 
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Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, and Beautiful pawpaw. The creek itself has been the 

subject of intensive studies for hydrology (USGS) and fish utilization (Mote Marine, 

DEP and FWC). Fish that are important to recreational fishing utilize the creek. These 

parcels are also needed to enhance a wildlife corridor that extends from Charlotte Harbor 

to Lake Okeechobee and the Western Everglades. Public ownership would provide 

dispersal routes and habitat for the endangered Florida panther. Recent surveys also 

suggest that these parcels are utilized by the endangered Florida bonneted bat. 

 

3) STR 8-42-22 - Several parcels along Burnt Store Road in Charlotte County and within 

the SWFWMD. Lands north and west are the Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park. 

Parcel is already in Florida Forever Boundary would need to submit funding request for 

acquisition.  

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, saltwater wetlands, cypress strand and 

Mesic pine flatwoods.  Acquisition of these parcels would protect Whidden Branch, 

Silcox, Big Mound and Winegourd Creek from changes in water quality and quantity that 

have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. These subject parcels are adjacent to lands 

being restored as part of the Alligator Creek SWIM Restoration Project and could be 

included in future phases of the SWIM project. These parcels provide opportunities to 

better manage and restore water quality, quantity, and timing of flows from the Charlotte 

Flatwoods and Burnt Store Road corridor. Currently untreated water is flowing into 

saltwater wetlands from up to 5 miles away, east of I-75.  Restored uplands would protect 

habitat for American bald eagle, Sandhill crane, Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, and 

Florida black bear. These parcels are also needed to enhance a wildlife corridor that 

extends from Charlotte Harbor to the Babcock-Webb, Lake Okeechobee, and the Western 

Everglades. Public ownership would provide dispersal routes and habitat for the 

endangered Florida panther. 

 

4) STR 7-43-23 - Several parcels west of Burnt Store Road in Lee County and within the 

SFWMD. Lands to the north and east are managed by Lee County 20/20 and the State of 

Florida, Yucca Pen Wildlife Management Area. An ARC application is needed to get the 

parcels on the Florida Forever List. Funding is needed for acquisition. These parcels 

could possibly combine in ARC with #2 above.  

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, and Mesic pine flatwoods.  Acquisition 

of these parcels would protect Yucca Pens and Durden Creek from changes in water 

quality and quantity that can have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. It would also 

provide opportunities to better manage and restore water quality, quantity, and timing of 

flows from the eastern portions of the Charlotte Flatwoods and Burnt Store Road corridor 

which has been partially addressed by Lee County DOT as part of the Matlacha Pass 

Hydrologic Restoration. Restored uplands would protect habitat for several listed species. 

Observed listed species include American bald eagle, Sandhill crane, Fox squirrel, 

Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, and Beautiful pawpaw. These parcels are also needed to 
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enhance a wildlife corridor that extends from Charlotte Harbor to Lake Okeechobee and 

the Western Everglades. Public ownership would provide dispersal routes and habitat for 

the endangered Florida panther. Recent surveys also suggest that these parcels are 

utilized by the endangered Florida bonneted bat. 

 

5) STR 19 & 20-42-22 - Mouth and shoreline of Clarks/Zemel Canal in Charlotte County, 

and within the SWFWMD west of Burnt Store Road. An ARC application is needed to 

get the parcels on the Florida Forever List. Funding is needed for acquisitions.  

 

Purpose: This canal drains a watershed that extends all the way to I-75. Land to the north 

is part of the Tern Bay Conservation Easement and land to the west is the Yucca Pens 

Wildlife Management Area. Parcel consists of freshwater wetlands and Mesic pine 

flatwoods.  Acquisition of these parcels would protect Clarks/Zemel Canal from changes 

in water quality and quantity that have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. It would 

provide opportunities to better manage and restore water quality, quantity, and timing of 

flows from eastern portions of the Charlotte Flatwoods and Yucca Pens Wildlife 

Management Area. Restored uplands would protect habitat for American bald eagle, 

Sandhill crane, Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, and Florida black bear. These parcels are 

also needed to enhance a wildlife corridor that extends from Charlotte Harbor to Lake 

Okeechobee and the Western Everglades.  Public ownership would provide dispersal 

routes and habitat for the endangered Florida panther.  

 

6) STR 13-43-22-West of Burnt Store Road in Lee County within the SFWMD, and 

adjacent to Lee County 20/20, Charlotte Harbor Buffer Preserve and the Charlotte Harbor 

Preserve State Park. Requires ARC application.  

 

Purpose: These parcels contain a mix of freshwater wetland plants along the creek and 

Pine flatwoods. The properties would protect the marshes that drain into Durden Creek 

and flows to Charlotte Harbor. This acquisition would protect the tidal creek from 

changes in water quality and quantity that have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. It 

could also provide opportunities to better direct stormwater flows from the Burnt Store 

Road corridor which has been partially addressed by Lee County DOT as part of the 

Matlacha Pass Hydrologic Restoration. Recent surveys also suggest that these parcels are 

utilized by the endangered Florida bonneted bat. 

 

7) STR 4, 5 & 8-43-23 East of Burnt Store Road in Lee County, within the SFWMD, and 

adjacent to lands managed by the State of Florida, Yucca Pens Wildlife Management 

Area and Lee County, Conservation 20/20.  Already in Florida Forever boundary as part 

of the Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods Project.  

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands hydric pine flatwoods and areas 

disturbed for operations related to a surface mining operation.  Acquisition of these 

parcels would protect the watersheds of Yucca Pens Creek and Durden Creek.  The 
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existing mine pits provide an excellent opportunity to store and treat water onsite prior to 

discharge into the previously mentioned streams that discharge into the Charlotte Harbor 

Aquatic Preserves.  This storage and treatment would improve the water quality, quantity 

and restore historic flows to streams that are vital to the life cycles of many 

commercially and recreationally important fish. These creeks have been the subject of 

intense studies for hydrology (USGS) and fish utilization (Mote Marine, DEP and 

FFWCC). The parcels could provide excellent opportunities for restoration of historic 

water flows in conjunction with the future widening of Burnt Store Road. This aspect of 

restoration could possibly be included in the Lee County Matlacha Pass Habitat 

Restoration Project, which has addressed some public safety concerns caused by 

sheetflow flooding of Burnt Store Road. Acquisition would also enhance a public 

lands wildlife utilization corridor that stretches from Charlotte Harbor to Lake 

Okeechobee and the Western Everglades/Big Cypress Ecosystem.  It could provide future 

dispersal routes and habitat for the Florida Panther. Currently these parcels are habitat for 

several listed species including: Gopher tortoise, Sandhill crane, American bald eagle, 

and Indigo snake.  The Florida bonneted bat is present on nearby parcels and it is highly 

likely that they would be utilizing these parcels as well. The Beautiful pawpaw is also 

present on nearby parcels and it is highly likely that it occurs on these parcels as well 

 

8) STR 9-42-23 - Floodplain/buffer along Bivens Branch/Silcox Creek, within the 

SWFWMD. Land is slated for development by Bonita Bay Corporation. This waterway 

and an adjacent drainage ditch carry water from east of I-75 and from the adjacent 

Tropical Gulf Acres into the marshes of the Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park. An 

ARC application is needed to get the parcels on the Florida Forever List. Funding is 

needed for acquisitions.   

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, cypress dome, cypress strand and Mesic 

pine flatwoods.  Acquisition of these parcels would protect Whidden Branch, Silcox, Big 

Mound and Winegourd Creek from changes in water quality and quantity that have 

negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. This parcel would also provide water storage 

opportunities through construction of stormwater treatment areas to treat inflows from 

Tropical Gulf Acres and US 41. Flows could potentially be routed into this parcel from 

areas with surplus water in the eastern portion of the Charlotte Flatwoods. Water would 

potentially be directed to the south which could rehydrate a northern portion of the Yucca 

Pen Wildlife Management Area.  Parcels are adjacent to lands being restored as part of 

the Alligator Creek SWIM Restoration Project. These parcels could be included in future 

phases of the SWIM project and would provide opportunities to better manage and 

restore water quality, quantity, and timing of flows from the Charlotte Flatwoods and 

Burnt Store Road corridor. Currently untreated water is flowing into this site from at least 

5 miles away, east of I-75.  Restored uplands would protect habitat for American bald 

eagle, Sandhill crane, Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, and Florida black bear.  This site 

also contains 2 listed archaeological sites. One of them is regionally significant and is 

eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic places. These parcels are needed to 
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enhance a wildlife corridor that extends from Charlotte Harbor to Lake Okeechobee and 

the Western Everglades. Public ownership would provide dispersal routes and habitat for 

the endangered Florida panther.  

 

9) STR 5-42-23 - Several parcels west of Burnt Store Road in Charlotte County, within the 

SWFWMD, and just north of #3.  Lands north, south and west are the Charlotte Harbor 

Preserve State Park. Some parcels would require addition to Florida Forever. Would need 

to submit funding request for acquisition.  

 

Purpose: Parcels consist of freshwater wetlands, Mesic pine flatwoods.  Acquisition of 

these parcels would protect Whidden Branch and Silcox Creek from changes in water 

quality and quantity that have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. Parcels are adjacent 

to lands being restored as part of the Alligator Creek SWIM Restoration Project. The 

parcels could be included in future phases of the SWIM project. It would provide 

opportunities to better manage and restore water quality, quantity, and timing of flows 

from the Charlotte Flatwoods and Burnt Store Road corridor. Currently untreated water is 

flowing into wetlands on these parcels from at least 5 miles away, east of I-75.  Restored 

uplands would protect habitat for American bald eagle, Sandhill crane, Gopher tortoise, 

Indigo snake and Florida black bear. These parcels are also needed to enhance a wildlife 

corridor that extends from Charlotte Harbor to Lake Okeechobee and the Western 

Everglades. Public ownership would provide dispersal routes and habitat for the 

endangered Florida panther. 

 

10) STR 1-43-22 - Adjacent to Burnt Store Marina (north boundary) in Lee County and 

within the SFWMD, and surrounded on three sides by the Charlotte Harbor Preserve 

State Park.  

 

Purpose: This property is primarily Pine Flatwoods.  Acquisition of this area would 

consolidate the boundary of the adjacent Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park.  Listed 

species observed include nesting Bald eagles, Gopher tortoise, Fox squirrels, and 

Beautiful pawpaw.  The property would protect the uplands that drain into Yucca Pens 

Creek. Recent surveys also suggest that these parcels are utilized by the endangered 

Florida bonneted bat. 

 

11) STR 1-43-22 - Adjacent to Burnt Store Marina (north and east boundary) in Lee County 

and within the SFWMD. The Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park is south of this parcel. 

 

Purpose: This property is mostly Estuarine Tidal Marsh. Acquisition would ensure water 

quality of marshes connected to Yucca Pens Creek is not degraded. The acquisition 

would protect the stream from changes in water quality and quantity that have negative 

effects on Charlotte Harbor. 
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12) STR 29-41-23 - One out parcel in Charlotte County along Alligator Creek, within the 

SWFWMD, and west of Burnt Store Road. Lands to the east, west and south are managed 

by the State of Florida, Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park. Parcel is already in Florida 

Forever Boundary. Would need to submit funding request for acquisition.  

 

Purpose: Parcel consists of freshwater wetlands, saltwater wetlands and Mesic pine 

flatwoods.  Acquisition of this parcel would protect Alligator Creek from changes in 

water quality and quantity that have negative effects on Charlotte Harbor. The subject 

property is adjacent to lands being restored as part of the Alligator Creek SWIM 

Restoration Project and could be included in future phases of the SWIM project. It would 

provide opportunities to better manage and restore water quality, quantity, and timing of 

flows from the Three Lakes area of the Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park. Restored 

uplands would protect habitat for American bald eagle, Gopher tortoise, Indigo snake, 

and Florida black bear. The site has 2 listed archaeological sites. One of which dates to at 

least 1,500 years BP. 
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Charlotte Harbor Flatwoods Land Acquisition and Conservation Priority Map 

 

 


