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From Commodity to Conservation: Restoration of a former limerock mine on 
the Weekiwachee Preserve 
Author: Mary Barnwell, Southwest Florida Water Management District  

A  little over 15 years ago, the Weekiwachee 

Preserve was thousands of acres of overgrown 

scrub, muck-filled swamps, and an active limerock mine 

on a trajectory to becoming a 12,000 unit residential 

community with lakefront property and a regional mall.  

Limerock mining had resulted in the construction of 

several large, deep pits totaling over 950 acres and 400 

acres of cleared uplands scraped down to bare 

l i m e r o c k .  

Then, in 1995, 

the Southwest 

Florida Water 

Management 

D i s t r i c t 

acquired this 

badly damaged 

l a n d s c a p e , 

n e g o t i a t i n g 

r e c l a m a t i o n 

requirements as a condition of the deal.   District staff 

oversaw the removal of berms and re-contouring of 

steep pit walls to create littoral shelves along the mine 

pits, which ranged in depth from about 30 feet to 60 

feet.  A few small islands were constructed for wading 

bird habitat.  When acquisition was complete, the mine 

surface was essentially bare limerock with minimal 

vegetation, conditions simulating primary succession.    

Brazilian pepper, pampas grass, cogongrass, torpedo 

grass, and several other exotic plants invaded, but 

SWFWMD terrestrial exotic crews responded rapidly to 

staunch the invasion.  As slash pines, cabbage palms, 

cedar and muhley grass became established, frequent 

summer burns were conducted at 1-2 years intervals.   

Along the littoral shelves, cattails were allowed to 

persist to stabilize the silty littoral shelves, but species 

that compete in the alkaline environment, such as 

bulrush and arrowhead, were planted.  In recent years, 

cattails were selectively treated as natives became 

better established.  Hundreds of acres of coastal and 

sand pine scrub immediately adjacent to and 

surrounding the mineland was logged or mowed with a 

hydroax, and then burned.  Scrubby flatwoods are now 

on about 3-4 years burn rotations.  As the vegetation 

composition and structure became increasingly 

complex, so did 

the wildlife 

population that 

occupied the 

former mining 

complex.  The 

sterile mine 

p i t s  a r e 

probably the 

m o s t 

depa up er a te 

areas, but even 

these features now support alligators, river otters, 

softshell turtles, snapping turtles, stinkpots, cooters and 

several species of water snakes.  Fish populations 

remain low, with largemouth bass occasionally 

harvested and small sunfish being the species most 

routinely caught.  During the winter, migratory 

waterfowl use the pits at night as a refuge from cold 

weather – both dabblers such as teals and Northern 

shoveler, and divers such as lesser scaups and 

canvasbacks – may occasionally be viewed here.  Over 

the years, a significant wading bird roost has evolved – 

during the winter, bird watchers come to watch 

hundreds of wading birds, including great egrets, snowy 

egrets, tri-colored herons, blue herons, and white ibis, 

leave at dawn and return at sunset.  By 2008, willows 

had grown large enough to support nesting, and now  
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Weekiwachee during limerock mining in 1994. Weekiwachee Preserve in 2008 after being man-
aged  13 years for conservation purposes.  
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Seasonal effects of prescribing burning and roller chopping on saw palmetto in flatwoods 

Willcox, Emma and William M. Giuliano (2010) Forest Ecology and Management 259(8) 1580-1585 

Shrub encroachment has become a problem in many rangeland systems across the United States due to a reduction 

in the disturbances, primarily fire, which historically maintained them. The shrub saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) has 

become abundant in many habitats of the southeastern Coastal Plain, including Florida. When fire regimes are 

altered or fires are suppressed, this species can proliferate leading to significant changes in the ecosystem, 

particularly the herbaceous vegetation. Prescribed burning and roller chopping are management activities often 

used to control saw palmetto. However, little is known about the effects these treatments have on this shrub, 

particularly when applied in different seasons. We compared the seasonal effects of prescribed burning, roller 

chopping, and combinations of the two on saw palmetto. The effects of treatments on saw palmetto were assessed 

using a paired-sample approach, where saw palmetto height, cover, and density were compared between sampling 

locations randomly located within treated (e.g., burned) and untreated areas. Dormant season burning had no 

effect on saw palmetto density and height and only temporarily reduced cover, with rapid regrowth occurring the 

first year post-treatment. Growing season burning also had no effect on saw palmetto density. However, saw 

palmetto cover was lower on growing season burn compared to control sites the first year post-treatment and 

height the first and second year post-treatment. The combination of burning and roller chopping, despite having (…) 

To read the full abstract and article members click here.  

 
 

some birds stay during the spring to nest and raise 

their young.   Around the pits, on the sparsely vege-

tated limerock, shorebirds such as least terns and 

Wilson’s plovers nested for several years until grasses 

established.  Common nighthawks still routinely nest 

on the mine surface, but the shore birds have now 

been replaced by wintering sparrows and other mi-

grating birds that spend their summers in the Mid-

western prairie states.  In 2008-2010, 5 days of mist 

netting captured 14 grasshopper sparrows, 8 Le-

Conte’s sparrow,  6 Henslow’s sparrow, 22 swamp 

sparrows, 15 Savannah sparrows, 2 sedge wrens, 2 

house wrens, and 2 western palm warblers.    Grass-

land birds are one of the fastest declining groups of 

avifauna in the United States.  From 1966 -1994, de-

clines by specific species include 9% for Henslow's 

sparrow, 6% for grasshopper sparrow, and 3% for 

Vesper sparrow.  Many of these species are area sen-

sitive in their breeding habitat in the midwest; for 

instance, patch size thresholds are 75 acres and 

greater for Savannah, Henslow’s and grasshopper 

sparrows.  Another commonality for this avian guild 

is that they are increasingly sustained on anthropo-

genically altered habitat.  Western kingbirds and scis-

sor-tailed flycatchers, also species that inhabit the 

open plains and prairies of the western United States, 

have been observed utilizing the open habitat associ-

ated with the mine surface.  Along the edges of the 

pits, the littoral vegetation provides nesting for red-

winged blackbirds, mottled ducks and Florida sandhill 

cranes.  Several rail species have also been docu-

mented using this reclaimed feature.  And just re-

cently, a single Florida scrub-jay has taken up resi-

dence in the surrounding scrub. 

Several different monitoring strategies were utilized 

to gauge species diversity and habitat use of the mine 

surface, including timed surveys, point counts, MAPS 

banding (Monitoring Avian Productivity and Survivor-

ship), wintering sparrow surveys, Christmas Bird 

Counts, and gillnet sampling.   A six-year radioteleme-

try survey provided important information about 

how black bears maneuvered the former mine.  Still 

considered “disturbed”, landscapes such as the for-

mer Oman mine on Weekiwachee Preserve will  in-

creasingly need to be defended against incompatible 

uses, and species inventories are an important first 

step in this process. To learn more go to 

www.swfwmd.state.fl.us 

http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/LogIn/log%20in%20docs/recent%20research/Seasonal%20effects%20of%20precribed%20burning%20and%20roller%20chopping%20on%20saw%20palmetto%20in%20flatwoods.pdf
http://www.swfwmd.state.fl.us
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CFEOR Mission:  

To develop and disseminate knowledge needed to conserve and 

manage Florida’s forest as a healthy, working ecosystem that 

provides social, ecological and economic benefits on a 

sustainable basis. 

CFEOR Administration 

Bill Cleckley, Northwest Florida Water Management 
District, Steering Committee Chair 

Tim Breault, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission, Steering Committee Vice-Chair 

 
Newsletter Contacts 

Melissa Kreye, School of Forest Resources and 
Conservation, CFEOR Coordinator,  

mkreye@ufl.edu 
Nancy Peterson, School of Forest Resources and 

Conservation, CFEOR Executive Director, 
njp@ufl.edu 

Phone 352.846.0546∙Fax 352.846.1277∙ PO Box 
110410∙ Gainesville, FL  

 

Planning for the Future of your Family’s Land May 11, 

2010; 9:00 am-2:30 pm ET at Hillsborough Community 

College Trinkle Center, Plant City, FL. IFAS Extension and 

Florida’s Forest Stewardship Program host this interactive 

workshop for landowners to learn practical steps for 

passing their land to the next generation.  To register go 

to http://pfyfl.eventbrite.com/.  

 

Florida Native Plant Society 30th Annual Conference 

May 20-23 in Tallahassee, FL. Conference includes field 

trips, workshops, research and restoration presentations 

and posters, special events, children’s activities, and 

native plant, book, and art sales.  For more info go to 

www.fnps.org. 

 

Forest Stewardship Workshop/Hike: Tree/Plant 

Identification for Forestland Owners May 20, 2010; 9:00 

am– 3:00 pm ET at the Morningside Nature Center, 

Gainesville, FL.  Event is free but pre-registration is 

required.  Contact Chris Demers at  (352) 846-2375 or 

cdemers@ufl.edu. 

 

 

 

40th Annual SAF/SFRC Spring Symposium: Sustaining 

Forests, Fisheries and Aquatic Resources in a changing 

World June 2-3, 2010 at the Paramount Plaza Hotel in 

Gainesville, FL. The program brochure and 

registration link are at: http://sfrc.ifas.ufl.edu/

events.html. 

 

Bioenergy Crop Field Day July 15, 2010; 8:30 am—1:00 

pm ET at the UF Plant Science and Education Unit in Citra, 

FL. Field tours of ongoing bioenergy crop research and  

presenting recent data from statewide experiments. 

Event is free, register by July 8, 2010. Click here to 

register or contact Dr. Lynn Sollenberger at 

lesollen@ufl.edu. 

 

Basic Wild and Firefighter Training—National Wildfire 

Coordinating Group (NWCG) Certified Courses August 9-

13, 2010; 8:00 am-5:00 pm ET at the University of Florida 

Campus and Ordway-Swisher Biological Station in 

Melrose, FL. Registration is currently open.  To register go 

to http://nata.snre.ufl.edu/registration.htm. 
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