
Naturalist

Little Blue Herons. Photo: Robert Black

Summer 2020

LAST PRINT EDITION - WE ARE GOING DIGITAL!



2 Audubon Florida

As a Miami resident, I have watched my city come together to 
protect our community from the novel onslaught of the pandemic. 
My family and I continue to socially distance and shelter in place 
as much as possible, and have been touched by the lengths the 
Audubon community at-large has gone to keep us connected, 
even when we are physically apart. We have banded together 
to pursue our conservation and policy goals with our steadfast 
commitment to and passion for birds and the places they need to 
survive and thrive.

 
Many are looking to the skies for the first time, engaging with birds in a whole new way. 
We saw this first-hand, during our April Birdathon, when birders of all ages submitted 
more than 2,000 checklists from their yards, windows, and balconies. The highlight for 
me? A four-year-old particularly excited by the Barred Owls he heard hooting in the 
evening, inspiring a life-long love of the outdoors. We are working with our local and 
national partners to connect with our members and volunteers, as we truly believe birds 
are the perfect window into the conservation world.
 
Buffered by more than a decade of sound financial management and planning, Audubon 
Florida is well positioned to weather the coronavirus pandemic. Still, we need your help 
to maintain our programs as the economy recovers. Please consider a gift as Audubon revs 
up for summer coastal monitoring, wading bird surveys, legislative prep meetings, and more.

Jud Laird, Chair

This spring has been one of great changes — from the isolation 
of COVID-19 quarantine to the historic reckoning around racial 
inequality in America. We know that our society and Audubon will 
be changed by these watershed events — how, is up to us.

Isolation has brought many people back to an appreciation of 
nature and birds, and has made us more intentional about forging 
and fostering connections. We no longer take each other for 
granted. Systemic inequalities have made resources, opportunities, 
and civil liberties less accessible for people of color. To think that in 
2020, wild places — even New York City’s Central Park — feel and 

are unsafe for people of color is unacceptable. 

Audubon is committing itself to be not just inclusive, but to be antiracist. Historically, we have not been an 
organization of great racial diversity, and that must change. Read on in this issue for one exciting new initiative 
Audubon has already helped amplify, Black Birders Week (pg 6), and stay tuned for a virtual Audubon Assembly 
that tackles these issues head on.

Being the organization people deserve and birds need takes constant improvement. With your help, I know we’ll be 
up to the challenge.
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How Have Wildlife Species 
Responded During  the 
COVID-19 Pandemic?

As Floridians have been sheltering in place, beaches 
and natural spaces experienced a rare hiatus from 
human visitors. How did wildlife respond?

Sea and Shorebirds

Beach closures initially seemed positive for the birds, 
but prevented nest searching and posting by staff 
until we could gain access approval by municipal or 
state staff. Though the coastal team could not conduct 
field work for two weeks, the delay did not cause any 
known nesting failures. On Saturday, May 23, Audubon 
Florida’s volunteer program re-started with significant 
limitations at nesting sites in Santa Rosa, Pinellas, and 
Sarasota Counties. 

Bobcats

Audubon’s Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary has remained 
closed since mid-March to protect the safety of 
visitors, volunteers, and staff. The quieter boardwalk 
has been visited by several species considered to be 
shy — including Bobcats! These beautiful felines have 
been spotted more often on our trail cams, quite close 
to the boardwalk. 

Clapper Rail. Photo: Alex Lappin

From Everglades 101 to eagle biology to the restoration of essential coastal habitats,
our webinars page has something for everyone!

fl.audubon.org/conservation/educational-webinars

Clapper Rail

Rails are known for their secretive nature, spending most of 
their lives hidden in the marsh grasses they call home. In fact, 
most birders only hear their distinctive kek-kek-kek calls as 
they catch a quick glance of the chicken-like bird poking its 
head out from amongst the reeds.

In the Florida Panhandle, spring beach closures meant that 
public beaches along the Santa Rosa Sound remained empty 
of both people and pets. Without the human foot traffic, rails 
became more bold, and Audubon Florida coastal stewards 
spotted more than one out in the open!

Though the semester did not end as planned, the 2019 
Conservation Leadership Initiative (CLI) team has been 
hard at work gathering students and mentors to learn 
from each other virtually while sheltering in place. Online 
webinars have covered Florida shorebirds, conservation 
communication, and climate advocacy on campus. 
Optional assignments in science writing and environmental 
education are giving hands-on opportunities to practice 
valuable skills in the environment field. Shifting to an online 
format has given us a unique opportunity to reconnect 
without geographic barriers and collaborate and share ideas 
as we think about re-opening the state.

This summer, the Center for Birds of Prey and Corkscrew 
Swamp Sanctuary are remotely welcoming two interns to 
assist with CLI summer planning and 2020 Cohort recruitment. 

Audubon’s Conservation 
Leadership Initiative

https://fl.audubon.org/about-us/educational-webinars
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2020 Legislative Session’s Water Bills 
Mark Step Forward

Our Audubon policy team pounded the pavement during the 
2020 Legislative Session to promote bills that would support 
our environment while dissuading lawmakers from passing 
legislation that would be harmful to birds and wildlife. Audubon 
members made a direct and positive impact during this year’s 
policy-making session in the Florida capital.
 
SB 712, The Clean Waterways Act, became the most important 
issue this session for our Audubon Florida policy team. Florida’s 
water problems have no one smoking gun and no one silver 
bullet; getting comprehensive water improvement requires 
change on many different fronts. We strove for measurable 
improvements this year.
 
Excess nutrients in our waterways come from urban and 
agricultural run-off, wastewater, septic tanks, and biosolids sludge 
spread on our rural landscapes. The bill presents a grab bag of 
first-step solutions to address these varied sources of pollution. 

Our team diligently worked to remove provisions that were not 
protective while successfully adding protective measures to the 
bill. SB 712 was unanimously approved by all members of the 
legislature.
 
At the same time, the Environmental Accountability Act, HB 1091, 
increases fines on entities that violate environmental laws. The 
cost of violating environmental laws must be impactful to change 
bad practices.

Yellow Throated Warbler.
Photo: Cheryl Black

SB 712 lays the foundation for further improvements in 
Florida’s water quality and quantity.

Other 2020 Legislative Session Wins:
 
New Aquatic Preserve
The Nature Coast Aquatic Preserve puts into 
conservation an 800-hundred-square-mile area 
along the coastline of Citrus, Hernando, and 
Pasco counties, protecting 400,000 acres of 
seagrass beds in one of the fastest-growing 
regions in the state.  
 
Sea Level Rise 
SB 0178 recognizes that sea level rise increases 
wave action and flooding in coastal communities. 
This bill requires state-financed buildings along the 
coast to complete an impact study on sea level rise 
to limit impacts from flooding and wave action.
 
Approval of New Solar Program
The public service commission approved Florida 
Power & Light Company’s SolarTogether Program, 
which will double the amount of community solar 
in the state!

Fireworks 
Thanks to your voices, Audubon was able to 
minimize the harmful effects of a fireworks bill, 
SB 0140, that allows the personal use of explosive 
fireworks on designated holidays. Though the bill 
ultimately passed, Memorial Day was removed 
from the list of holidays during which fireworks 
would be permitted and existing protective 
firework ordinances will remain.



Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary Plan Proposes New Protections 

for Vulnerable Wading Birds 

The Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary hosts more 

than 285 species of resident and migratory birds, including 

the bizarre, but beautiful, Roseate Spoonbill. Extensive 

tidal flats, seagrass beds, and mangrove-fringed islands 

throughout the 2,900-square-mile Sanctuary provide 

important foraging, roosting, and nesting habitat. 

Seagrasses provide foraging opportunities for an 

assortment of wildlife, including the Great 

White Heron, Reddish Egret, Tricolored 

Heron, and American White Pelican. 

Mangrove islands and tree canopies 

serve as roosting and nesting areas 

for coastal and oceanic birds. 

Unfortunately, the spoonbill and other 

resident and migratory bird species 

face a number of threats, including 

loss of habitat and forage, as well 

as human impacts from boating, 

fishing, snorkeling, and wildlife 

tours that disturb roosting, 

nesting, and foraging activity. 

Studies demonstrate that 

even well-intentioned 

human interactions can 

negatively affect birds.[ll 

To address these and 

other threats, Sanctuary 

managers are engaged in the first comprehensive overhaul 

of the zoning and regulations that govern the Sanctuary. 

Based on nearly 30 years of cutting-edge science, the 

"Restoration Blueprint" aims to reduce stressors while 

increasing the resilience of the ecosystem. 

Audubon's Everglades Science Center and Everglades 

Policy teams are actively engaged in Sanctuary restoration, 

advocating for enhancements to existing Wildlife 

Management Areas (WMAs), and the creation of new 

WMAs. We support designating areas with sensitive bird 

populations that are incompatible with human activity 

as "no-entry zones." In other areas, a combination of no 

motor, idle speed only, and no anchor zones may 

be sufficient to achieve Sanctuary conservation 

goals while providing opportunities for compatible 

uses. Enhancing WMAs will help protect resident and 

migratory birds and improve the long-term health of 

the Sanctuary. 

Read the full Florida Keys National Marine 

Sanctuary Restoration Blueprint here: 

floridakeys.noaa.gov/blueprint 

[ll Rochelle Steven, Catherine Pickering and J. Guy Castley. 2011. A review of the impacts on nature based recreation on birds. 

Journal of Environmental Management 92:2287-2294 
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COVID-19 and Tropical Storm Create a 
Bumpy Road for Coastal Team at Start 
of 2020 Nesting Season

Black Birders Leading the Way to More 
Inclusive Outdoors

Happy Retirement to Ann Paul After Nearly 30 Years of Service

The 2020 sea and shorebird nesting season got off to a 
bumpy start this year as COVID-19 precautions closed 
beaches and coastal access points. Audubon worked hard 
to be a leader in the fight to flatten the curve by keeping 
only essential staff in the field, and bird stewards returned 
to the colonies on May 23, maintaining social distancing 
and following CDC guidelines. We do not know yet how 
the initial beach closures and gradual re-openings will 
affect the overall nesting season.
 
Tropical Storm Cristobal brought storm surges and heavy 
rain to Florida, submerging many sea and shorebird 
colonies along the Gulf Coast.

“Every 2-3 years we have an early tropical storm here 
in Florida,” explains Marianne Korosy, Ph.D., Director 
of Bird Conservation at Audubon Florida. While this is 
considered normal for the coastal bird populations, their 
low population numbers are abnormal; a result of decades 
of intensive coastal development and nest disturbance.

Colonies and nesting sites experienced losses of nests 
and chicks on low-lying beaches from Marco Island to the 
Alabama state line. Chicks old enough to move to higher 
ground survived, as did nests on upper beaches or behind 
dunes in the Panhandle. Many have since re-nested.
 
Moving into the summer months, Audubon is working 
with volunteers to create safe opportunities for bird 
stewardship as COVID-19 continues to linger.

At the end of May, a racist 
encounter endured in Central 
Park by a Black birder, New 
York Audubon board member 
Christian Cooper, reminded 
the birding and conservation 
community that such antipathy 
is tragically common. 

Within days, a group of passionate outdoors enthusiasts 
organized Black Birders Week to highlight the people of 
color who both work in and seek out natural spaces for 
recreation, solace, and relaxation. 

Corina Newsome (pictured above), a Black Birders week 
co-organizer who studies Seaside Sparrows as a graduate 
student at Georgia Southern University, explains in an 
online video:

“For far too long, Black people in the United States have 
been shown that outdoor exploration activities are not 
for us.” She continues, “Whether it be the way the media 
chooses to present who is the ‘outdoorsy’ type, or the 
racism Black people experience when we do explore the 
outdoors, as we saw recently in Central Park. Well, we’ve 
decided to change that narrative.”

During five days of virtual events — including two panel 
discussions shared on Audubon social media platforms 
— organizers dispelled the myth that Black people do not 
belong in the outdoors, educated the birding community 
about the unique challenges faced by people of color in 
the field, and sought to expand the tent of both birding 
and conservation to increase diversity.

To see the posts highlighting the movement, follow 
#BlackBirdersWeek on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.

At Audubon, we are redoubling our efforts to be anti-
racist and make the outdoors a safe space for everyone.

Ann Paul began her career with Audubon Florida’s Coastal Islands Sanctuaries in Tampa Bay 
in June 1991. Over the years, she has contributed substantially to the collective knowledge and 
protection of many species of wading birds including the Reddish Egret, Roseate Spoonbill, 
Brown Pelican, and more. Ann helped start up Project Colonywatch community science in the 
Tampa Bay region.

Renowned for her deep knowledge and signature charisma, she has been an icon of Audubon in 
the Tampa region and inspired many others to make a difference for wild Florida.

Black Skimmer Chick. Photo: Jean Hall

Photo: Katherine Arntzen/
Georgia Southern University
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Audubon wishes a relaxing and peaceful retirement to our Director 
of Individual Giving, Julie McCann. Julie is a passionate advocate for 
Audubon’s mission and the science, research, and education work of 
Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary. Julie has led fundraising efforts at the 
Sanctuary since 2015 and during her time she has more than doubled 
contributions, leading to dynamic public programming, impactful 
internship experiences for the next generation of leaders, and an 
expanded vision of wetland restoration and land management. 
Audubon will miss her dearly but we know she will continue to 
advocate on behalf of Audubon, the Sanctuary, and the environment.

Crickets are chirping as warm 
sunlight fades into the swamp. 
Stepping off the boardwalk, 
Chigee Cloninger swings 
the gate shut and locks the 
padlock while her partner 
Pete Murphy scans the 
parking lot to ensure there 
have been no new arrivals. 
As part of the campus 
host program at Audubon’s 
Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary 
in Naples, Cloninger and 
Murphy’s job is an easy one, 
but not one they take lightly.
 

Twice a year, a handful of part-time campus host positions 
at Audubon’s Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary are filled by 
recreational vehicle (RV) campers who are required to live in 
their personal RV on one of Audubon’s two RV pads. 
 
Cloninger and Murphy have traveled the country in their RV, 
volunteering along the way, and signed on as campus hosts for 
six months starting in November. 

Inspired by similar programs at Florida State Parks and Big 
Cypress National Preserve, the Sanctuary’s campus host 
program was developed to help provide staffing support for 
roles and responsibilities that are increasingly difficult to fill 
for various reasons, such as the remoteness of the Sanctuary. 
Campus hosts are paid for a few hours per week to perform 
one job: to ensure all visitors have made it off the boardwalk 
at the close of business hours, as well as securing the gates 
and parking lot. Volunteer service opportunities are available 
to any interested hosts among the various program areas 
within the Sanctuary.
 

Corkscrew Says Goodbye to a Fundraising Leader

RV Campers Bring Life Skills, Experience to Corkscrew Team

“We first helped with the After-Hours program and 
liked it so much that we couldn’t wait to help out 
again,” Cloninger said.
 
Originally from Lafayette, Louisiana, Cloninger retired 
from the University of Vermont as a professor and 
director of The Center on Disability and Community 
Inclusion. She jumped at the opportunity to volunteer 
her time with the 2nd and 5th grade education 
programs offered at  the Sanctuary. She and Murphy 
also logged hours running the Nature Café, cleaning 
educational signs, and even painting a shed over the 
Christmas holiday.
 
According to Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary board 
member Tom Maish, the program was designed to be 
flexible enough to allow hosts to exercise the strong 
spirit of volunteerism for which the RV community is 
well known.
 
“RV campers share our mission and want to share 
their talents, bringing life skills and experience that 
are valuable to our staffing needs,” said Maish, who 
helped make Corkscrew’s campus host program a 
reality in 2016.
 
Sanctuary staff members and volunteers view the 
program as an overwhelming success, and plans are 
in the works to expand the program in the coming 
year. Whether Cloninger and Murphy return for 
another winter is still up in the air, but one thing is for 
sure: campus hosts are here to stay.

Learn more at:
corkscrew.audubon.org/about/careers

Photo: Pete Murphy 

https://corkscrew.audubon.org/about/careers
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On February 9, more than 250 
Audubon supporters gathered at the 
Venue on the Lake in Maitland for 
an enchanting evening to celebrate 
conservation in Florida. The evening 
included dinner, drinks, a live auction, 
and special meet-and-greets with 
the Center’s Education Ambassador 
birds. Mac Stone enthralled the 
crowd with his photographic journey 
through bird conservation.

During baby season (March – June) at the Audubon 
Center for Birds of Prey, we annually admit more than 200 
young patients that need our help. Babies require many 
hours of work for multiple feedings, loads of laundry, 
treatments, food, and more food. 

Our goal is to reunite these babies with family units, which 
can include a return to a nest, taking a platform or basket 
to replace a damaged nest, or sometimes fostering into a 
wild nest. However, the best scenario is for babies to be 
raised by their parents. 

Raptors arrive to us from concerned and caring 
individuals, who may have found a baby that has fallen 
from its nest and needs help. Others come from Animal 
Control officers, rehabilitators, and a small volunteer 
rescue team. Though we remain closed, we currently have 
an outdoor intake area for drop offs.

Babies keep arriving! As of May, more than 30 baby birds 
are being cared for in the Center’s Raptor Trauma Clinic 
and many are waiting for their return to the wild.

Wind Beneath our Wings

It’s Baby Season at the Center for Birds of Prey!

The Center can use your help! As we care for these young birds, please consider a donation:
cbop.audubon.org

Overall, the evening raised $90,000 benefiting the Center’s raptor conservation 
and education programming. We are grateful to our presenting sponsor, 
SeaWorld Orlando, and the generous support of all of our sponsors for making 
the evening a great success.

Center Staff. Bill and Mary Weinaug of Wekiva Island received the 
Conservation Partners Award recognizing their support 
and involvement with the Center.

https://cbop.audubon.org/
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M-CORES Task Forces Grapple with 
Road Issues, Delay Warranted

Audubon Climate Advocates Coming to a Community Near You!

Find out more on the M-CORES process and 
task force meetings where you can give public 

comment at: floridamcores.com

Least Bittern. Photo: Gil Eckrich

Florida Scrub-Jay. Photo: John Wolaver

Small changes from cities and counties can 
add up to big climate benefits. Learn more at

fl.audubon.org/toolkit

The 2019 Legislature produced a bill that set in motion a 
process within the Florida Department of Transportation 
to study three new possible turnpikes spanning 330 
miles. The proposed new turnpikes, known as “Multi-Use 
Corridors of Economic Significance,” or “M-CORES,” could 
be located within some of Florida’s most natural and rural 
landscapes, that thus far remain undeveloped. Audubon 
Florida worked with elected officials to successfully 
insert language into the bill requiring that special task 
forces be convened to provide an opportunity for more 
careful consideration of these new roads. We also worked 
hard to put safeguards in the bill requiring avoidance of 
conservation lands previously purchased for preservation.
 
Other road building agencies, such as the Central Florida 
Expressway Authority, have prudently delayed considering 
some new roads until as late as 2034 due to the economic 
downturn. We think state leaders and the task forces would 
be wise to consider similar deferrals of M-CORES turnpikes.

Climate change remains one of the largest threats to 
Florida’s way of life and the Sunshine State’s native 
species. Through community action and advocacy, we can 
curb carbon emissions and improve resiliency. Audubon 
Florida has developed training that helps advocates 
master the fundamentals of climate science, get up to 
speed on state and county action on climate solutions, 
parse through local government structures and policies, 
and practice advocacy skills.

Laura Aguirre, our 
Conservation Organizer, 

provides training for both 
chapter participants 
and interested 
community members.

During these events, we share our model ordinance 
toolkit, which includes examples that city or county 
staff can consider as a starting point for crafting climate 
solutions. In Florida, so many of our best solutions have 
come from municipal and county governments that 
realize  the time to act on climate is now.

In May, Audubon Florida hosted a virtual training 
for members of Audubon Florida’s Conservation 
Leadership Initiative program and members of 
Audubon’s campus chapters. The training, Climate 
Advocacy on Campus, urged students to research their 
university’s climate action plans and commitments, 
work to see how they can support the university’s 
goals, and develop strong coalitions and diverse 
relationships to drive climate solutions.

Interested in attending a training? Email us at 
flconservation@audubon.org

https://floridamcores.com/
https://fl.audubon.org/news/model-ordinance-toolkit
mailto:flconservation%40audubon.org?subject=Interested%20in%20training
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In honor of Earth Day and the spring migration season, 
Audubon staff and members took to their windows, 
balconies, and backyards to count as many birds as 
possible in the first statewide Audubon Florida Birdathon!

With contenders from across the state, Birdathon 
participants:

Submitted more than 2,000 checklists from 45 counties.

Counted 201 species of backyard birds from the official 
Florida Ornithological Society checklist, in addition to 11 
feral, exotic species.

Migration was in full force during our week-long Birdathon, 
and Audubon members recorded warblers, tanagers, 
grosbeaks, hawks, and so much more. Our year-round 
resident species also made the list, including Burrowing 

As schools remain closed until the fall, here at Audubon we know first-
hand the juggling act that comes with the “new normal” of balancing 
both school and work responsibilities.

We want to help! We have collected webinars, coloring pages, bingo 
cards, and how-to videos perfectly suited for your young naturalist. 

Check it out at:
fl.audubon.org/news/educational-materials

Birdathon

Kids Resources

While I missed the exhilaration of a 24-hour dash to 
St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge and Tall Timbers, 
I enjoyed a day of peaceful observation at home. 
I was amazed to find 30 species. Apparently all of 
the landscaping I have done with native plants has 
paid off! New this year was the challenge to the 
Audubon FL membership to beat the staff. And boy 
did they. I can see this becoming a regular part of 
our Birdathon in the future.

- Jacqui Sulek, Chapter Conservation Manager

Owls, Florida Scrub-Jays, Snowy Plovers, and Brown-
headed Nuthatches. Even our nighttime friends were well-
represented! Birders saw or heard Barred, Great Horned, 
and Eastern Screech-Owls. 

Your efforts have reminded us all that Florida birds bring 
joy to each and every one of us, even during stressful 
times. Our yards and homes provide a window into the 
avian world, a world that needs our help now and into the 
future as climate change and development continue to 
threaten the places birds need to survive and thrive. 

Limpkin chicks. Photo: Charles Lee

https://fl.audubon.org/news/educational-materials
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Overall water conditions this year were 
poor. Sea levels contributed to above 
normal water depths and the dry 
conditions needed to concentrate prey 
only occurred during a nine-day period —
not nearly long enough for most Roseate 
Spoonbills to successfully raise young. 

NORMAL LEVELS EXTREME YEARS THIS YEAR

MAXIMUM WATER LEVEL 
FOR SUCCESSFUL 
SPOONBILL NESTING
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Each nesting season, Roseate Spoonbills depend on dry-
down conditions to concentrate prey in order to feed their 
voracious chicks. When water levels decrease, fish are 
trapped in small pools and shallow water, making them 
easy pickings for the bright pink wading birds.
 
Unfortunately, water levels in South Florida only decreased 
below the necessary threshold to concentrate these prey 
species items nine days in the 2019-2020 nesting season 
— bad news for the Roseate Spoonbill. Untimely rains and 
rising sea levels have caused an overall increase in water 
levels this year, making the dry-down conditions less 
common now and into the future. In fact, 2019-2020 looks 
to be one of the most extreme years for high water levels 
in Taylor Slough, where Everglades Science Center staff 
members record regular measurements.
 
According to Jerry Lorenz, Ph.D., Everglades Science 
Center Director, “When I started working on this project 
in the early 1990s, water levels remained below the stage 

where fish were concentrated for as long as four or five 
months, giving spoonbills plenty of time to raise their young 
and teach them to forage. Last year it was just nine days.”

Lorenz continues: “The good news is that spoonbills are 
finding new foraging grounds and being successful nesters 
elsewhere in the Everglades and throughout Florida. The 
bad news is that nest numbers continue to decline in 
Florida Bay, once the only nesting stronghold in the state.”

Higher Water Levels Make Nesting More Difficult for South Florida Spoonbills

Roseate Spoonbills. Photo: Shane Conklin

Roseate Spoonbills. Photo: Cheryl Black
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Florida Grasshopper Sparrows Sing a Hopeful Song 
for the First Time in Decades

Florida Grasshopper Sparrow.
Photo: Christina L. Evans

There is not enough space on this page to be able to list all the valuable 
people, agencies, NGOs, breeding facilities, and others who have helped 
the prospects of the FGSP. The White Oak Conservation Center has 
been the primary, but not only captive center. Their staff helped pioneer 
both breeding and captive release techniques. The Florida Grasshopper 
Sparrow Working Group — which began as a way to share knowledge 
between different agencies managing sparrows — has proven to be an 
invaluable forum for working through expected and surprise issues. 

2020 has already proven to be a monumental year in Florida Grasshopper 
Sparrow (FGSP) conservation. North America’s most endangered bird had 
experienced a 20-year population decline that has defied all expert attempts 
to ameliorate, leaving them guessing what exactly was wrong.  

As an emergency measure, researchers began a captive breeding program 
in 2015. The first releases of birds born and raised in captivity occurred last 
summer, and to the great relief and amazement of all involved, the released birds 
have not only survived, but are successfully breeding on Central Florida prairie. 

FGSP are dependent on the dry prairie ecosystem of central Florida and 
found nowhere else.  Some 90% of the native prairies have been plowed 
under for human uses, but three large conservation areas, the Three 
Lakes Wildlife Management Area, the Avon Park Air Force Range, and the 
Kissimmee Prairie Preserve State Park, have high quality habitat and have 
been managed specifically for FGSP.  

Back in 2000, the FGSP population at Avon Park dropped from about 150 
singing males to 10 in only four years. The Kissimmee Prairie followed next 
with a long decline; Three Lakes was last, as 140 singing males in 2008 
declined to only 34 by 2019.  

When sparrows were released into Three Lakes, conservationists held their 
collective breath. Would the birds survive?

Yes! We are only partly through the breeding season and already this 
summer, 48 males have been singing; 26 of them from the summer releases.

There remains a long road ahead.

The reason for the sparrows’ decline still remains unclear. Is it disease, low 
nest success, low annual survival, habitat management problems? Captive 
releases can buoy the population but might not fix the underlying problems.  

Audubon staff have been critical team members throughout the 
reintroduction process, providing technical support to the agencies, funding 
field technicians, and securing funds to maintain captive breeding activities.
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Dreams and Hard Work Bring New 
Blind to Pasco County

At the edge of Grassy Lake, within the 8,300 acres of Jay 
B. Starkey Wilderness Park, sits a brand-new bird blind. 
Accessible at the end of a 100-yard long, crushed shell 
path, the blind is the culmination of years of effort and 
dreaming by leaders of the West Pasco Audubon Society. 
As a light at the end of the coronavirus tunnel, members 
look forward to spotting rare birds from the new blind as 
soon as the COVID-19 crisis passes.
 
“I first visited Starkey Wilderness Park about 25 years ago 
when my wife and I came from New Jersey to New Port 
Richey to visit our son and his family,” says Peter Day, 
Secretary of the chapter. “The size of the park impressed 
me, and when I walked in among the trees I was surprised 
to find rare birds. Where the edges of forest land met open 
spaces, I could often see mixed flocks.” More than 180 
species have been spotted within the park’s boundaries.
 
Using a seed grant from the National Audubon Society 
to get started, Christine Rowland, then the newly elected 
president at West Pasco, teamed up with Audubon staff to 
research threatened species that could be monitored using 
the blind, including Sandhill Cranes, Roseate Spoonbills, 
Wood Storks, Little Blue Herons, Tricolored Herons, and 
American Kestrels. 

South Florida Audubon 
Society Engages Volunteers 
in Coastal Resilience Project

South Florida is on the front line of 
severe beach erosion and rising seas. In 
response to the threat in Broward County, 
South Florida Audubon Society shored 
up a stretch of their coastline through a Broward County 
Coastal Dune Restoration Project Grant in early March.
 
With an army of 60 volunteers from Florida Power & 
Light Company’s (FPL) “Power to Care” program, and in 
coordination with The Breakers Condominium, the dunes 
were reinforced with thousands of Sea Oats, a native 
coastal plant with roots that grow six feet deep and help 
recreate a natural dune.
 
A crossover trail was also installed to protect the plants 
from being trampled by beach goers. As the sea oats grow, 
the developing dune will reconnect to the existing dune 
areas along Pompano Beach, and the resilient habitat 

With architectural services donated by Ed Hoffman of 
Hoffman Architects, Rowland and West Pasco Audubon 
applied to a competitive grant program administered 
by Duke Energy to earn the funds to build the blind 
itself. Duke Energy Foundation also supports Bald Eagle 
conservation through the Audubon Center for Birds of 
Prey EagleWatch Program. Raised above the water level, 
the blind would provide a valuable vantage point for 
birders, while being sheltered from the elements beneath a 
slanted roof.
 
“By this time the staff of the park had caught our 
enthusiasm,” Day continues, “And offered to help by 
clearing palmetto to lay 100 yards of shell path to reach the 
edge of Grassy Lake.”
 
They won! Using the grant funds and an upgrade from 
Weardeck to composite decking and rails,  Ameridocks, 
a local veteran owned contractor, began and completed 
construction in March of 2020.

that results will improve habitat for nesting sea turtles 
and shorebirds. In addition to benefiting wildlife, this 
restoration will benefit the community by buffering the 
shoreline and enabling it to continue to serve visitors from 
around world for years to come.
 
Both The Breakers Condominium and FPL have adopted 
a dune.
 
“The South Florida Audubon Society is committed to 
this important ongoing conservation effort to maintain 
a healthy beach and sound dune system by promoting 
environmental stewardship to preserve a naturally 
sustainable habitat,” said Doug Young, Chief Operating 
Officer for South Florida Audubon Society.

Photos courtesy of FPL and SFAS

Photo: Mark Berlinger
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Eastern Gulf of Mexico Moratorium on Oil Drilling 
Needed to Protect Florida’s Coasts

The 2020 Assembly is Going Virtual

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, we will be holding our assembly virtually 
this year! Don’t worry, we will still have informative presentations, chapter 
updates, tours, and more — just online.

Check out fl.audubon.org/assembly for more information.

Florida’s biggest economic driver is 
not tourism, nor agriculture, nor even 
development. The most important 
engines in our economic system remain 
the vast military bases that call our 
Florida coastlines home, training men 
and women across the Navy, Air Force, 
Army, and more. In fact, the military is 
directly responsible for nearly $95 billion 
in economic impact annually. Expanded 
drilling in the eastern Gulf of Mexico not 
only threatens our marine resources and 
wildlife populations, it also threatens to 
drive base closures and impact America’s 
military readiness, which is already under 
duress from rising sea levels.

Initially enacted by President George 
W. Bush, a moratorium halts drilling 
in the Eastern Gulf of Mexico until 
2022. Protecting the waters closest to 
the Sunshine State, the moratorium 
protects the open Gulf, critical to the safe 
operation of military planes, in addition to 
our thriving seafood, charter, and tourism 
industries. Beyond the moratorium’s 
boundaries, more than 2,500 active 
leases and 3,200 active drilling platforms 
operate, providing a solemn window 
into the future if the moratorium is not 
extended past 2022.

Most Floridians support a ban on 
offshore drilling. In the 2018 election, 
68% voted to ban offshore drilling as part 
of Amendment 9. However, without an 
extension of the moratorium, rigs and 
wells could be drilled as close as nine 
nautical miles to Florida’s shoreline.

In 2019, the United States House of 
Representatives passed HR 205, which 
extends the moratorium indefinitely east 
of the Military Mission Line. By a vote 
of 248 to 180, the House made clear 
its commitment to protecting the vast 
resources of the Gulf of Mexico from the 
ever-present danger that oil exploration 
brings in its wake. As the United States 
is now an oil exporter, there is no need 
to disturb fragile habitat and military 
readiness for the sake of additional 
exploration and extraction.

Now the Senate must take up the case, 
and needs 60 votes to extend the 
moratorium before the measure can land 
on the president’s desk. Both senators 
from Florida are leading the charge on 
this legislation, with state representatives, 
municipalities, nonprofits, and concerned 
citizens creating the momentum for 
permanent protection.

Photo: Kim Hubbard

https://fl.audubon.org/about-us/audubon-assembly
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On Thursday, March 5, 125 Audubon Florida donors 
gathered for Song of the Earth and Sky, a fundraising event 
spearheaded by Audubon Florida board member Dykes 
Everett and his wife, Lisa.  Every other year, a top-secret 
Winter Park home is selected to host the party. James 
Beard nominated chefs — Brandon McGlamery of Luma on 
Park, Prato, and Lukes Kitchen and Bar, and James Petrakis 
of The Ravenous Pig and Ravenous Pig Brewery — each 
put together a culinary experience under the stars.

This year, Lisa and David Jasmund opened their beautiful 
home to Audubon for the festivities and Top Chef Season 
13 winner Chef Jeremy Ford of Stubborn Seed in Miami 
joined in to help the cause. Guests were welcomed with a 
Veuve Clicquot experience sponsored by the champagne 
brand, oysters sponsored by Sublime Oysters, and a 
performance by a quartet from the Orlando Philharmonic 
Orchestra. Guests traveled from food station to food 
station, feasting on incredible food and beverages.

The Audubon Center for Birds of Prey brought their animal 
ambassadors and showcased our conservation mission in 
feathered form. The program included inspiring remarks by 
Audubon Florida Executive Director, Julie Wraithmell, and 
National Audubon Society CEO David Yarnold, as well as a live 
auction featuring Audubon experiences led by Dykes Everett. 

This year’s event was particularly special because it fell 
both on the birthday of the hostess, Mrs. Jasmund, and 
during the week of the 120th birthday of the Florida 
Audubon Society, which was founded in neighboring 
Maitland, FL.

In total, the evening raised more than $111,000 for our 
conservation work. Many thanks go to the wonderful 
chefs and their amazing staff . We are also grateful to the 
Jasmund’s for opening their home to us, as well as our 
our event planning committee, Carolyn Kraft Bethel, Lisa 
Everett, Paula Loftus, Liz McGlamery, and Debbie Mintzer. 
Our deepest gratitude to our event sponsors and host 
committee — your support allows us to protect birds and 
the places they need, today and tomorrow.

Terri and Scott Bates
Carolyn and Charles Bethel

Caroline and Jeffery Blydenburgh
The Briarpatch Restaurant

Robert Burns
Cheney Brothers

Elaine and Cliff Clark
Nancy Colling

Carlos Diez Arguelles and 
Thomas Hunter, M.D.

Lee Dowd and Jeffry Fuqua
Becky and Dr. Rick Dunn

Kate and Max Eliscu
Cathy Engelman and Jack 

Waldlaw
FAIRWINDS Credit Union

Julie Fletcher Photography
Lisa Fox and John Kingman 

Keating
The Keewin Real Property 

Company
Lois and Bill Kelley

Lara Khoury

Skip Kirst and Eric Hogan
Amy and Gene Lee

Suzanne and Clarke Lemons
Kacy and Lawrence Lyman

Caroline Marshall 
Carolyn and John Martin

Padgett McCormick
Liz and Dan McIntosh
Genean H. McKinnon

Deborah Mintzer
Kathleen Morgan and Martin 

Rubin
Susan and Hugh Morris

Mary Palmer
Alex M. Preisser

Maureen and Bob Phillips
Heather Pollack and Robert 

Saltsman
Elaine and Scott Taylor

Tess Taylor
Jill and Gary Toole

Ellen and Wayne Wolfson
Sandra Woodall and Paul Linder



4500 Biscayne Boulevard, Suite 350, Miami, Florida 33137
Tel: 305-371-6399 Fax: 305-371-6398
fl.audubon.org

The Naturalist is published by Audubon Florida. No portion of this publication may be reproduced without written permission from Audubon 
Florida © 2020. The Florida Audubon Society, National Audubon Society (doing business as Audubon Florida), and the 47 chapters in Florida, 
work together in a strategic alliance.
Executive Director: Julie Wraithmell
Production: NPC Printing, Inc. Editor: Erika Zambello Associate Editor: Renee Wilson Designer: Frances Roy Agency
Cover Photo:  Robert Black
Contributors: Beth Alvi, Suzanne Bartlett, Brad Cornell, Doug Gaston, Paul Gray, Ph.D., Jud Laird, Charles Lee, Helen Marshall, Katie Warner, Renee 
Wilson, Julie Wraithmell, and Erika Zambello

If you are 70½ or older, you can make a tax-free distribution from your traditional or Roth IRA to Audubon Florida.  
And for all new gifts of $10,000 to $50,000, your gift could potentially be matched.
 
Here’s how it works: you donate up to $100,000 without incurring income tax on your withdrawal. The process is 
simple: you direct distributions in the amount of your choosing from your traditional or Roth IRA to Audubon Florida. 
This can be a one-time or recurring gift. The distributions go directly to Audubon Florida and are not subject to federal 
income tax. When making your gift, to ensure it is properly processed and that you are listed as the donor of record 
and the gift comes to Florida, please have all checks directed to the address below and contact Suzanne Bartlett at 
305.371.6399, ext. 123 or suzanne.bartlett@audubon.org to let us know to expect your gift.

National Audubon Society
Office of Gift Planning
225 Varick Street, 7th Floor
New York, NY  10014
 
NOTE:  In accordance with the recent CARES Act, for 2020 gifts only and for those who itemize on their tax return; you 
can withdraw amounts from your retirement plans, make an outright gift of an equal amount, and then elect to deduct 
100% (instead of the usual 60%) of what you give up to 100% of your adjusted gross income (AGI). This is a once in a 
lifetime opportunity so consult your tax advisor to see if it is right for you.

In an effort to increase our sustainability at Audubon 
and to dedicate more resources to our programs in 
the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, the Naturalist is going 
digital! Starting during our next publication, all future 
issues will be available in a digital format on our website 
at fl.audubon.org. Sign up to receive publication updates 
and never miss a Naturalist!
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