https://friendsofsplitoak.org/

Join our Facebook Group
Please support our partners and their good work

Thank you to the Managers!

Learn more about the gopher tortoises by visiting
https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/profiles/reptiles/gopher-tortoise/
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Split Oak Forest WEA is meticulously managed by the Florida Fish
and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC).
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Links to Orange County Parks and
Recreation Information:

Event Funding was Received
From Gopher Tortoise Council

All Orange County Parks
Split Oak Forest Hiking Map
Split Oak Forest Page
Bird and Critter Search Brochures
Orienteering at Moss Park

THANK YOU TO ALL OF OUR VOLUNTEERS AND SUPPORTERS!

Florida Gopher Tortoise Day is an
annual event to celebrate and
build awareness about this
important keystone species.

Find more information here:
http://gophertortoisecouncil.org/

EVERY DAY IS GOPHER TORTOISE DAY AT SPLIT OAK FOREST

The gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) is a state threatened species.
Both the tortoise and its burrow are protected under Florida law.

Gopher tortoises are currently found in all 67 Florida counties. The entire gopher
tortoise range consists of parts of 6 southeastern states with Florida comprising the
largest area. The gopher tortoise is protected by state regulations range-wide.
Researchers and experts continue to observe and document that gopher tortoises are a
species in decline with the primary threats being fragmentation, destruction and
modification of habitat, including urbanization. In certain parts of Alabama, Mississippi
and Louisiana, gopher tortoises are also Federally listed as "Threatened."

In the early 1990's, Split Oak Forest was deliberately established as a "Mitigation Park"
to offset gopher tortoise habitat loss associated with land development projects like the
Orange County Convention Center Expansion. Substantial funding came from Incidental
Take Permits (ITP), which allowed developers and road agencies to pay a fee to entomb
(kill in place, usual by slow starvation) gopher tortoises on development sites. The
inhumane ITP program was discontinued in Florida in 2007 when gopher tortoises were
reclassified as threatened. Current permitting guidelines require all gopher tortoises to
be humanely removed from development sites and relocated appropriately.

Florida Communities Trust (FCT) provided grant funding to aid in the purchase of Split
Oak Forest to protect valuable gopher tortoise habitat in perpetuity. Conditions of the
grant funding stipulated that the property be used for public outdoor recreation
compatible with the primary purposes for acquisition and management of the land.
Hiking, wildlife viewing, and environmental education are allowed at Split Oak Forest,
while activities such as road building are defined as "incompatible" uses. Nevertheless,
the Osceola Parkway Extension PD&E Reevaluation was completed in Dec. 2019 with the
preferred roadway alignment approved through the southern portion of Split Oak
Forest. Though Osceola County tried (but failed) to prevent the citizens of Orange
County from enacting more stringent protections over Split Oak Forest, voters
overwhelmingly approved a Charter Amendment in 2020 that did just that. Osceola
County has subsequently sued to quash the will of Orange County citizens. While the
lawsuit is still pending (2020-CA-008569-0, Ninth Judicial Circuit, Orange), FCT cleared
the way for modifying the deed restrictions to allow the incompatible use of a major
roadway through Split Oak Forest at their Board Meeting on April 20, 2022.

Advocates continue to oppose the roadway through Split Oak Forest
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Gopher Tortoise Habitat

Gopher tortoises live in extensive subterranean
burrows in dry upland habitats. Gopher tortoises
are found in longleaf pine sandhills, xeric oak
hammocks, scrub, pine flatwoods, dry prairies, and
coastal dunes. SOFWEA provides well-drained sandy
soils for digging burrows, herbaceous food plants,
and open sunny areas for nesting and basking. FWC
uses prescribed fire to maintain tortoise habitat in
prime condition. Gopher Tortoises do NOT live in
water or where the water table is high.

Gopher Tortoises and Their Burrows

Gopher tortoise burrows are usually easy to spot in the landscape because of the
characteristic mound of loose sand at the burrow entrance (called the “apron”). The
burrow entrance is oval shaped and corresponds with the size of the animal. Gopher
tortoise burrows are generally about 10' deep and up to 40' long and are wide enough
for the animal to turn around. Adults are generally 9" to 11" long and weigh about 7 to
9 pounds. They dig their own burrows using powerful, shovel-like forelimbs. You may
notice signs of activity or the burrows may appear to be "inactive." Gopher Tortoises
may use more than one burrow and they may move. The apron is where females lay
clutches of eggs. Do NOT disturb the apron or the burrow entrance.

Keystone Species and Commensals

Because gopher tortoises alter their environment in a way that benefits other species,
they are recognized as a keystone species. Gopher tortoises' burrow systems provide
shelter and food for over 350 other species of wildlife, called “commensals.” These
commensals include the gopher frog, Florida mouse, eastern indigo snake, several other
snakes, and hundreds of invertebrates like beetles and crickets. A healthy and
widespread gopher tortoise population is necessary for commensal species populations
to exist and thrive.

Gopher Tortoise Forage (https://gophertortoisecouncil.org/pdf/gt-forage-plants.pdf)
Gopher tortoises graze on a variety of low-growing plants that require abundant
sunlight. Although grasses and legumes make up the bulk of their diet, gopher tortoises
eat a large variety of herbaceous plants including gopher apple, pawpaw, berries,
nettles, flowers, briars and many more. Prickly pear cactus is a favorite. They generally
feed within 160 feet of their burrows but they may forage twice as far to find food. They
get most of their water from the plants they ingest.

Threats: Habitat Loss and Degradation, Fire Suppression, Vehicle Strikes,
Wild Predation, Domestic Pet (Dog) Attacks, and Disease.

Observations of Species found at SOFWEA are tracked on iNaturalist.
Download the App to participate in citizen science.
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Enjoy your Trek
and Observe:
Trees
Wildlife
Gopher Tortoises
Plants & Flowers
Acorns, Pine Cones
Feathers
Bugs & Bunnies
Fungi
Lichens
Ferns
Air Plants
Fish, Birds
Amphibians
Reptiles
Carnivorous Plants
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Habitat
Forest
Sandy Scrub
Pine Prairie
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Swamps
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