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Keewaydin Island Ecological Conservation Project 
Keewaydin Island, Florida 

 
Project Description/Scope of Work 
 
Keewaydin Island is a relatively undeveloped, primary barrier island on the southwest coast of  
Florida on the Gulf of Mexico just north of Marco Island and immediately south of the City of 
Naples in Collier County, Florida.  Keewaydin Island is approximately 4 miles long by 0.2 
miles wide.  

 
The Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund of the State of Florida (Board of 
Trustees) has successfully acquired over 160 acres on Keewaydin Island over the years.  This 
has resulted in over 85% of the island being protected and conserved.  This protected land is 
managed by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP) in conjunction with 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) through the Rookery Bay 
National Estuarine Research Reserve (RBNERR). 

 
The Keewaydin Island Ecological Conservation Project shall involve the acquisition of five 
additional acres of beach-front property that includes dune, coastal strand and coastal berm 
habitats with a panoramic view of the Gulf of Mexico.  The five subject acres are located on 
the far south end of the island and represent a vital connector piece which will help maintain 
and provide habitat for the many endangered and threatened species, as well as enhance the 
overall acreage of the RBNERR, while providing a considerable stretch of unaltered land 
forming the southern tip of Keewaydin Island. 
 
Project Size and Relationship to the Coast and/or Estuary 

 
The five acre parcel straddles a primary barrier island and includes over 425 feet of beach 
frontage on the Gulf of Mexico and 150 feet of frontage on Little Marco pass; a section of the 
adjacent intercoastal waterway.  The five acre property is a mix of dune (approximately 2 
acres), coastal strand (approximately 2.5 acres) and coastal berm (approximately 0.5 acre). 

 
The property is located within the RBNERR boundaries which encompasses one of the largest 
and most pristine subtropical mangrove estuaries in the world and abuts the northern tip of the 
Ten Thousand Island National Wildlife Refuge.  Together these areas are home to 150 species 
of wading, nesting and migrating birds and numerous threatened and endangered species such 
as the Atlantic loggerhead sea turtle (federally threatened), indigo snake (federally threatened), 
gopher tortoise (federally threatened), least tern (federally endangered), piping plover 
(federally endangered) and the West Indian manatee (federally endangered).    
 
Legal Rights to be Acquired 
  
The Keewaydin Island property will be purchased in fee by the State of Florida’s Board of 
Trustees and managed by the RBNERR as an ecological and conservation area.  The property 
is currently subject to a real estate purchase agreement that has been signed by the owner of the 
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property and The Trust for Public Land (TPL), a national non-profit organization, who will 
provide acquisition services on behalf of the Board of Trustees.  The purchase agreement is 
based on appraisal work that has been completed using federal “Yellow Book” standards. 

 
CELCP Goals 
 
PRIMARY PURPOSE is Ecological  

 
The entire five-acre Keewaydin Island property is categorized as being a mix of dune 
(approximately 2 acres), coastal strand (approximately 2.5 acres), and coastal berm 
(approximately 0.5 acre). This habitat is characterized by sandy, well drained soil, with 
vegetation that is adapted to dry conditions.  As mentioned, the property is primarily dominated 
with  coastal strand vegetation which is sparse, flat-topped (salt-spray pruned) communities of 
evergreen shrubs which includes gumbo limbo, cabbage palm, Jamaican dogwood, 
buttonwood, and other shrubs such as nakedwood, tough buckthorn, hercules club, coco plum, 
bay cedar, sea grapes and snowberry.    The dune and coastal berm areas are covered by open 
stands of grasses such as Muhlenbergia capillaris, Spartina patens and Aristida patula.  In 
addition to the adjacency of protected lands, the relative lack of invasive species on the 
property illustrates a wonderful example of a pristine southwest Florida barrier island 
ecosystem. 

 
The preservation of the site will undoubtedly enhance the ecological integrity of the 
surrounding state owned lands. To the north and south of the property are 160 acres of state 
lands, which are in a comparable condition to the subject property, and provide undisturbed 
nesting grounds and habitat for numerous species.  Of these species the most notable include; 
the Atlantic loggerhead sea turtle (federally threatened), indigo snake (federally threatened), 
gopher tortoise (federally threatened), bald eagle (recently delisted), least tern (federally 
endangered), piping plover (federally endangered) and the West Indian manatee (federally 
endangered).  The aquatic fish species that will benefit from this area remaining undeveloped 
include snook, mangrove snapper, sheepshead, redfish, and spotted sea trout. 

 
By supplementing the surrounding 160 state owned acres, the Keewaydin Island property will 
help maintain a viable population of these species and will enhance the overall acreage of the 
RBNERR, while providing a stretch of unaltered land forming the southern tip of Keewaydin 
Island.  This area will then support various species populations further south in the Ten 
Thousand Islands National Wildlife Reserve, the RBNERR (one of the largest mangrove 
sanctuaries in the world), and the adjacent Gulf of Mexico.   

 
In the 1900’s many non-native plants were introduced to Florida such as Australian Pine and 
Brazilian Pepper.  In 1998-1999 contractors working with RBNERR managers began to 
aggressively eradicate these introduced species on Keewaydin Island and replace them with 
5,000 native plant species including sea oats, seagrape, beach elder and dune sunflower.  Once 
the transfer of the subject property to the RBNERR is complete, any invasive species that are 
found will be eradicated.  The RBNERR invasive species management goal is described as 
thus; “1-B  Protect and restore natural ecological functions…within RBNERR through invasive 

2 
 



Florida Coastal Management Program   CELCP FY 2010 
Appendix A 

Furthermore, the RBNERR is looking into expanding their canoe trail system to include the 
Keewaydin Island property, and connect it to the Collier County Paradise Coast Blueway 
further south.  Once completed, paddlers and boaters from the Naples/Marco Island area will be 
able to enjoy a stretch of nine miles of relatively untouched coastal land at their leisure.    

 
With over 200 types of fish available in the Reserve’s waters, recreational fishing has steadily 
increased as well. Snook, redfish, mangrove snapper, spotted sea trout and tarpon are the 
popular sport fish found in the RBNERR.  Keewaydin Island has been featured in various 
sport-fishing magazines, including the South Florida Sport Fishing Magazine and Florida 
Sportsman, both highlighting the island’s fishing opportunities. 

 
The site has unspoiled natural beauty including 425 feet of beach access on the Gulf of Mexico 
and 150 feet of frontage on Little Marco pass. Visitors will be able to canoe or kayak to the 
property to enjoy its natural resources or simply walk over after arriving on the island via other 
means.  

 
SECONDARY PURPOSE 3 is Historic 

 
Six cultural resources located nearby the 5-acre Keewaydin Island parcel have been listed in 
the Florida Master Site File, maintained by the Bureau of Historic Preservation.  These range 
from identified archaeological sites to structures of historic significance.   

 
Keewaydin Island and the RBNERR areas are well known for their collection of shell mounds.  
These mounds were used as kitchen middens and refuse sites by aboriginal Indians, most 
notably the Calusa Indians.  Unfortunately, shell mounds across the State of Florida have been 
removed, torn down, or in some cases, used for roads.  The existence of such archaeological 
features in the subject property area is thus extraordinary and offers a unique glimpse of the 
lives of the area’s original inhabitants.  While an archeological study on the Keewaydin Island 
property has yet to be performed, it is quite possible that the property contains remnants of 
these mounds, and/or other archeologically important artifacts from the Calusa Indians.   

 
SECONDARY PURPOSE 4 is Aesthetic 
  
The views of the Gulf of Mexico and the surrounding RBNERR from the Keewaydin Island 
property are unparalleled.  Due to the absence of high hanging branches in the dune/coastal 
strand/coastal berm habitat, views of the area are mostly unobstructed.  Kayakers and other 
recreationalists visiting the area can enjoy the area’s unspoiled beauty from the water, while 
hikers and naturalists are afforded panoramic views of the island and adjacent Reserve lands 
from the subject property’s uplands. 

 
The waters surrounding the Keewaydin parcel have been designated an Outstanding Florida 
Waterway (OFW) by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection.    The OFW 
designation is a statutory directive that is afforded to a waterbody that is worthy of special 
protection because of its natural attributes. This distinction results in additional monitoring to 
ensure that a reduction in existing water quality does not occur. With white sand beaches, and 
relative lack of development in the immediate vicinity, Keewaydin Island affords sunset views 
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over the Gulf of Mexico, something that is found rarely in the quickly developing Southwest 
Florida region. 
 
Relevance to CELCP Plan 
(Page references correspond to Florida CELCP plan) 
 
The State of Florida has relied solely upon the Florida Forever Program for land acquisitions 
for conservation purposes and priorities since the Program’s inception in 1999.  It is this 
Florida Forever acquisition plan that is used to implement and manage the state’s CELC 
Program (p. 2).  Prioritizing coastal areas to be protected is achieved through a 2-step process 
(p. 12-13).   

 
The first step is to use Map 1 (p. 5) as a base layer and then overlay the related regional maps.  
The Keewaydin Island property is located in Collier County as shown on Map 1 and 
specifically identified in the Southwest Florida regional overlay maps and tables (p. 27- 29). 

 
Since 2001, Florida Forever has protected 535,643 acres, including 400,000 acres of Strategic 
Habitat Conservation Areas (FWCC), over 760,000 acres of habitat conservation areas (FNAI), 
over 560,000 acres of ecological greenways, over 120,000 acres of under-represented natural 
communities, over 270,000 acres of natural floodplains, almost 500,000 acres protecting 
significant water bodies, over 520,000 acres of functional wetlands, and 24,000 acres of fragile 
coastline.  The Florida Forever program has also been very successful in leveraging other 
sources of land acquisition funding, including federal and local matches. 

 
Accordingly, the Florida CELCP plan references Florida Forever for its main guidelines, as this 
program’s breadth and reach fulfill all conservation criteria at the state level.  Keewaydin 
Island has been a priority on the Florida Forever Program’s list (p. 27-29), and has gone 
through the rigorous selection process necessary for inclusion in the program.  Additionally, 
the managers at RBNERR fully support the Florida Forever program and have stated that 
property acquisitions on Keewaydin Island are highly sought after (Attachment A).      

 
The Keewaydin Island project meets all of the CELCP criteria for projects and project areas 
including,  

 
• Protecting important coastal and estuarine areas that have significant 

conservation, recreation, ecological, historical, or aesthetic values, or that are 
threatened by conversion from their natural or recreational state to other uses. 

• Giving priority to lands which can be effectively managed and protected and 
that have significant ecological value. 

• Directly advances the goals, objectives, or implementation of the state’s coastal 
management plan or program, NERR management plans approved under the 
CZMA, national objectives of the CZMA, or a regional or state watershed 
protection plan involving coastal states with approved coastal management 
plans. 

• Consistent with the State’s approved coastal management program. 
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Relevance to Other State/Local Plans 
 

Further, the property also meets and/or exceeds many State acquisition guidelines including, 
the Florida Statewide Land Acquisition Plan, the Florida Forever Program and the RBNERR 
Management Plan. 
 
The Florida Statewide Land Acquisition Plan 

 
The Florida Statewide Land Acquisition Plan lists “Natural Communities” and “Coastal 
Resources" as the plan’s acquisition objectives and includes criteria for each.  Of these 
criteria, the subject property meets the following; 
 

• “Acquire examples of those Natural Communities and their sub-types that (1) 
are inadequately represented on protected lands in Florida, or (2) represent the 
best remaining examples giving priority to those communities or subtypes that 
are most endangered” 

 
• “Acquire undeveloped coastal islands…to conserve their significant natural, 

recreational, and aesthetic attributes, giving priority to projects that (a) contain 
representative examples of various physiographic coastal forms (b) include 
entire islands, long stretches of beaches, entire widths of coastal barriers, or 
natural inlets, or (c) are associated with sensitive estuarine systems, particularly 
those that are designated State Aquatic Preserves” 

 
Beach dune, coastal strand, and coastal berm are all under high development pressure in 
Florida. The subject property would provide five acres of these endangered habitats and add 
approximately 425 feet of beachfront and 150 feet of intercoastal access on the Keewaydin 
barrier island, which is surrounded by the Florida Outstanding Waters of the Rookery Bay and 
Cape Romano-Ten Thousand Islands Aquatic Preserves.   
 
The Florida Forever Program 

 
The Florida Forever Program is one of the world’s most successful land acquisition programs.  
The following program guidelines list those land acquisition criteria that the subject property 
meets. 

 
• “(B) Increase the protection of Florida’s biodiversity at the species, natural 

community and landscape levels. (C) Protect, restore and maintain the quality 
and natural functions of land, water and wetland systems of the state. (E) 
Increase natural resource-based public recreational and educational 
opportunities.” 

 
• The Florida Forever Conservation Needs Assessment Technical Report (2006), 

prepared by the Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) identifies the subject 
property’s habitat as one of the “fragile coastal upland resources in need of 
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protection”.  This threatened habitat provides protection for loggerhead sea 
turtles, gopher tortoises and over 150 bird species.  

 
RBNERR Management Plan 

 
The acquisition of this property will help the RBNERR to achieve many of its program goals 
outlined in its current management plan.   

 
• “I-E  Incorporate state owned uplands and submerged lands representing the 

Rookery Bay and Ten Thousand Islands estuarine ecosystem into an expanded 
NERR boundary.” 

 
• “I-F  Establish adequate long-term control of key land and water resources and 

essential buffer areas necessary for the protection of RBNERR resources, and 
thus, ensure a stable environment for research and education.”   

 
• NERRS Program Regulations, 15 CFR Part 921, state that a National Estuarine 

Research Reserve’s boundaries “…encompass an adequate portion of the key 
land and water areas of the natural system to approximate an ecological unit and 
to ensure effective conservation.”  Reserve boundaries should provide the basis 
for long-term protection and preservation of the estuarine ecosystem, and should 
include significant physical, chemical and biological factors that contribute to 
the diversity of flora, fauna and habitat occurring within the estuary.  The NERR 
site should include the resources to attract a broad range of research and 
educational interests.  In addition, buffer zones are essential for maintaining the 
ecological integrity of the core area and to provide additional protection for rare 
and endangered species.   

 
As Keewaydin Island is thus far a relatively undeveloped barrier island, no regional or local 
watershed plans that include the area were located. 

 
Manageability of the Project Site 
 
The current owners of the property use the property’s five acres to access a sandy beach which 
lies on the Gulf of Mexico.  A sandy trail runs the length of the five acres and transverses the 
dune/coastal strand/coastal berm habitat detailed above.  Other than this trail, no known 
structures or human disturbed areas are located on the site besides a short, wooden boardwalk 
leading to the beach.   

 
The current landowner has worked closely with RBNERR managers to remove nearly all 
invasives and exotics from the property.  Physical removal and poison treatments were used to 
rid the property of invasives and exotics, including  the beach areas which once had Australian 
pine (Casuarina equisetifolia) and Brazilian Pepper (Schinus terebinthifolius).  The property 
has since been kept very close to its natural state to prevent reinfestations. 
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RBNERR managers will maintain the condition of the site in its current state and the Reserve’s 
management plan will be referenced for all policy and management decision making.  Resource 
management efforts on the property will include listed species management and maintaining 
the property free of exotic and invasive species.  This is a primary objective in the RBNERR’s 
management plan. The amount of invasives on the property is negligible, making their removal 
and replacement minimal.  RBNERR has sufficient funding in their existing budget to monitor 
and maintain the current condition of the property. 
 
Long-term Use of the Site 
 
When completed, ownership of the subject property will be held by the Board of Trustees while 
management responsibility will reside with the RBNERR.  The managers at RBNERR have 
proposed to conduct estuarine and marine sampling at the site to provide a basis for more 
informed coastal management decision-making.  With the exception of the continued invasive 
species removal, the subject property will largely remain undisturbed and will be maintained in 
its current pristine state. 

 
The property can be accessed by boat or by walking onto the site.  There will be no formal 
motorized access to the site, or plans to develop such access.  Many visitors and Reserve 
managers alike will have to utilize one of the seven boat ramps managed by RBNERR.  The 
surrounding lands are largely undisturbed and pristine; the addition of the subject property will 
complement these surrounding lands, as well as, enhance the management abilities of the 
whole.   

 
By placing the property under the ownership of the Board of Trustees with the management 
overseen by RBNERR, it will be guaranteed that the natural communities will be continually 
restored and managed using the existing RBNERR budget. 
 
Threat of Conversion 
  
Keewaydin Island is largely owned by the Board of Trustees.  Approximately 85% of the island 
is in state ownership while 15% is privately owned.  Recently, development of a coastal resort 
and additional estate sized homes has been planned on the island and given the lack of bridges 
and roads on the island, visitors to the resort would be transported via boat. 

 
Further south on the island there are approximately fifty, one to two acre privately held plots, 
which have been impacted by development to various degrees.  Most of these are adjacent to 
one another, while others abut state owned parcels.  The subject property is the most southern, 
privately held parcel of land and also happens to be the largest.  Continued private ownership 
of the subject property would disrupt the continuity of this proposed conservation area while 
impeding public access to the Reserve’s land.   

 
The threat of development of the five-acre subject property is high.  The Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection (DEP) has designated all tidally connected waters within the 
RBNERR and the Ten Thousand Islands Aquatic Preserves as Class II and Outstanding Florida 
Waters (OFW).  The OFW designation implements some development controls, but it does not 

8 
 



Florida Coastal Management Program   CELCP FY 2010 
Appendix A 

restrict development outright.  The most likely development to occur in this section of 
Keewaydin Island would be a resort home, consisting of 4-5 bedrooms, and 4,000-6,000 square 
feet.  The property is currently zoned single family residence and could sustain two substantial 
dwellings on the property.  This is consistent with all other private inholdings located on 
Keewaydin Island. Currently, the subject property is for sale and was being marketed for such a 
development.  TPL has an executed purchase contract in place; however, the owner has 
indicated that he will proceed with selling to other potential buyers should this conservation 
effort not succeed. 
 
Project Readiness 
 
The project site has been clearly identified.  Much of the negotiations for the purchase of the 
Keewaydin Island parcel are complete.  TPL has an executed contract with the landowner 
which is based on appraisal work that was completed earlier (Attachment B).  The appraisal 
work was performed using Federal “Yellow Book” standards (Attachment C).  A boundary 
survey of the property has been supplied by the landowner but will be updated.  Other due 
diligence activities, including title search and environmental site assessments will be completed 
later this year.  The property has been owned by the same landowner for over eight years, so it 
is unlikely that any litigation, liens, or other judgments against the property exist.  The property 
is currently vacant so environmental testing beyond a Phase 1 environmental site assessment is 
not anticipated 
 
Ability to Acquire Land 
 
The Board of Trustees is an agency of Florida government created in 1855 and is the legal 
entity that can hold title to conservation property.  Specifically, the Board of Trustees has 
worked through its Florida Forever Program and related predecessor programs since the mid-
1990’s to acquire lands on Keewaydin Island for ecological conservation.  The Florida Forever 
acquisition work on Keewaydin Island has been successful with 90% of the identified lands 
within the project boundary having been acquired.   

 
The Board of Trustees is partnering with The Trust for Public Land to acquire the last 
remaining inholdings, including the subject five-acre property.  TPL has been conserving land 
in Florida and across the nation for over thirty five years.  Over two million acres have been 
preserved through the organization’s coordinated efforts with non-profit organizations, city, 
county and federal governments and other agencies.  In Florida, TPL manages four offices 
across the state.  
 
Ability to Manage Land 
 
The land management lease will be held by the RBNERR, which is administered by the Florida 
DEP in conjunction with NOAA.  The RBNERR was established in 1978 through the Coastal 
Zone Management Act.  The Reserve’s managers currently oversee 110,000 acres of mangrove 
forests, forested uplands, and the open waters of the RBNERR.  The management of this 
additional five acres on Keewaydin Island will not require additional staffing for management 
dollars for RBNERR.  The addition of this property will actually further and streamline the 
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RBNERR mission of land management and restoration research by acquiring a large private 
inholding on Keewaydin Island. 
 
Other Pertinent Information 
 
Attached are two aerial maps of Keewaydin Island that include the RBNERR.  Exhibit A 
shows the property located on the southwest coast of Florida and Exhibit B illustrates those 
lands on Keewaydin Island that are privately held, owned by the State of Florida, or owned by 
the Conservancy of Southwest Florida.  Note: The subject property is the most southern, 
privately owned parcel on Keewaydin Island.   
 
Exhibit C is an aerial photograph of the property, looking south.  The city in the background is 
Marco Island.  Exhibit D includes two photos taken on the property. 

 
Project Timeline 
 
The anticipated project timeline is March 1, 2010 – October 1, 2010 and project benchmarks 
are illustrated in Table 1. 

 
As previously mentioned, the Board of Trustees will be working with TPL to assist with the 
successful acquisition.  At this time, the project site has been clearly identified.  Much of the 
negotiations for the purchase of the Keewaydin Island parcel are complete.  TPL has an 
executed contract with the landowner which is based on appraisal work that was completed 
earlier using the Federal Yellow Book standards.  A boundary survey of the property has been 
supplied by the landowner but will be updated.  Other due diligence activities, including title 
search and environmental site assessments will be completed later this year.  The property has 
been owned by the same landowner for over eight years, so it is unlikely that there are any 
litigation, liens, or other judgments against the property.  The property is currently vacant and it 
is expected that no additional environmental testing beyond a Phase 1 environmental site 
assessment will be required. 
 
Table 1:  Proposed project timeline 
 

Tasks Timeline 
Identify site for purchase Completed 
Acquire appraisal Completed 
Title opinion, survey, ESA Partially completed 

Winter 2009 
Complete negotiations with the 
landowner 

Completed 

Submit documentation to NOAA for 
approval 

Winter 2009 

Close on property  18 months following award of 
funds 
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