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EKKER NATURE PRESERVE 
 

LAND MANAGEMENT AND LAND USE PLAN 
 
 

1.0 GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
1.1 Location of the Ekker Nature Preserve 
 
The Ekker Nature Preserve is located in central Hillsborough County, in Section 25, 
Township 19 South, Range 19 East, between Spivey and Ekker Roads with Symmes 
Road forming the southern boundary.  Bullfrog Creek forms the northern boundary for the 
entire length of the Preserve, approximately one and one half miles upstream from the 
creek’s confluence with Tampa Bay in Gibsonton, Florida.  The surrounding land uses 
are predominantly agricultural, fish farming, and medium density residential areas.  The 
former fish farms to the south of the property have been developed into medium range 
single family housing.  Figure 1 provides a location map of the Ekker Nature Preserve, as 
well as other public lands in the vicinity.  Appendix A provides the legal description, 
warrantee deeds, boundary survey, easements, and other legal documents for the 
Preserve.   
 
1.2 History and Objectives of the Preserve   
 
The Ekker Nature Preserve consists of two parcels purchased at different times.  The 
larger parcel is approximately 70 acres and includes the eastern portion of the Preserve.  
This parcel was settled by Alfred and Marie Ekker who built a homestead on the site in 
1941.  After they died in 1997, the property was turned over to the Ekker Family Trust, 
which consisted of Jeanie Ekker Johnson and her brothers Sammy and Hugo Ekker.  The 
land was purchased in 2001 for $572,000 by the Save Our Rivers program (SOR), a part 
of the Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD).  The SOR was 
reimbursed by the Hillsborough County Environmental Lands Acquisition and Protection 
Program (ELAPP) for fifty percent of the purchase price and an agreement to manage the 
land through a lease agreement with SWFWMD.  Jeanie Ekker Johnson and her 
husband Pete remain on the property as site security residents and caretakers.  Since 
the purchase of this property the former homestead was remodeled, fencing was 
improved and some of the exotic vegetation was treated.  Other improvements are 
pending.  
 
An adjacent 14.28-acre parcel was purchased by SWFWMD in 2003 for $158,100 to 
compliment the Preserve.  This parcel is located on the west side of the Ekker property 
and consisted of an old homestead and predominantly undeveloped lands, with Bullfrog 
Creek as its northern boundary.  Improvements to this property since purchase include 
the removal of the old house and out buildings, and removal of interior fencing.   
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2.0 NATURAL RESOURCES  
 
2.1 Soil Resources  
 
2.1.1 Soils Distribution 
 
According to the United States Department of Agriculture/Natural Resource Conservation 
Service (formerly Soil Conservation Service) Soil Survey of Hillsborough County (USDA 
1989), there are five different classifications of soils found in the Ekker Nature Preserve.  
Table 1 lists the soils and the surface area they cover within the Preserve.  Figure 2 
highlights the five soil types and shows their distribution throughout the Preserve.  Some 
discrepancies may occur between the aerial photograph and the soil distribution; for 
instance the soil map indicates open water where there is obviously tree cover on the 
creek.  This may be attributed to either a change in the channel of the creek over time 
that is not reflected in the GIS data or the fact that some of the tree canopy hangs over 
the creek.  
 

Table 1 
Ekker Nature Preserve 

Soils Distribution 
Map Number Soil Type Acreage 

3 Archbold fine sand 1.70 
4 Arents, nearly level 24.63 
5 Basinger, Holopaw, and Samsula soils 0.09 
29 Myakka fine sand 54.00 
46 St. Johns fine sand 5.04 
99 Water  0.98 
 Total Acreage 86.45 

 
2.1.2 Soils Description 
 
Archbold fine sand (3).  Archbold fine sand is nearly level, moderately well drained and 
occurs on low ridges in flatwoods.  This soil is found in the northeast corner of the 
Preserve, and makes up 2% of the total surface soils.  The natural vegetation on this soil 
includes canopy species such as sand pines, with an understory of saw palmetto, 
drought-tolerant grasses, and prickly pear cactus.   
 
Arents, nearly level (4).  This soil type is found in the southern portion of the Preserve, 
within the area altered for fish farming.  This soil type comprises 28.5% of the total soils 
and supports a dense growth of exotic grasses and Brazilian pepper.  This is a 
heterogeneous soil created by earth moving equipment.   
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Basinger, Holopaw, Samsula soils (5).  This soil type makes up around 0.1% of the 
Study Center and commonly supports wetland species, specifically cypress swamp.  This 
soil complex is usually found in cypress strands, as in the case of this parcel.  This soil 
type is found in one small area near the southern boundary.    
 
Myakka Fine Sand (29).  This soil type comprises approximately 62.5% of the surface 
soils within the Preserve and it covers the entire undisturbed portion except for the 
northwestern and northeastern corners.  This soil type is nearly level and poorly drained.  
If undisturbed, it supports pine flatwoods with longleaf and slash pine in the canopy and 
saw palmetto, gallberry, running oak, and wax myrtle in the understory.   
 
St. Johns fine sand (46).  This soil is nearly level and poorly drained and is found on 
low-lying plains in the flatwoods.  The vegetation usually found on undisturbed sites 
includes flatwoods species such as longleaf and slash pines, saw palmetto, wax myrtle, 
gallberry, running oak, and pine land three awn.  This soil type comprises 5.8% of the 
total soil surface and is found in the northwest corner of the Preserve, along the banks of 
the creek.   
 
Water (99).  Surface water makes up 1.1% of the total surface area in the Preserve.  The 
water areas include open water areas within the boundary in Bullfrog Creek.   
 
2.1.3 Soils Management Measures 
 
No special management measures are recommended to preserve existing soil 
conditions.  The goals and objectives of the management plan will preserve the integrity 
of the native soils by preserving the native vegetation communities on the Preserve and 
by taking action to prevent erosion and subsidence, should these occur.  There are no 
facilities or actions proposed in this ten-year plan that would require impacts to soils with 
the exception of the creation of fire breaks.  Any future management measures not 
included in this plan and that require earthwork will implement Best Management 
Practices to preserve the character of the native soils and avoid impacts to wetlands 
(http://www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/n_resource/wetlands/index.htm).   
 
2.2 Natural Communities 
 
2.2.1 Mapping Process 
 
The discussion of ecological communities describes the distinct vegetation associations 
on the Ekker Nature Preserve.  All of the Preserve has been altered to some degree and 
little natural habitat remains.  Alterations include fire suppression, the introduction of non-
native species, extensive earthwork, and excavation.  The vegetation community areas 
were estimated and then mapped by interpretation of aerial photography (2004 full color 
photography at a scale of 1” = 150’) with limited ground truthing, and with input from 
Conservation Services staff.  The natural communities were then digitized and converted 
to GIS shape files for planning purposes.  The system employed in this plan of classifying 
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the natural communities was developed by the Florida Natural Inventory (FNAI).  The 
premise of this system is that physical factors such as geology, climate, soils, hydrology, 
and fire determine the species composition of an area and that areas which are similar 
with respect to these factors will tend to have natural communities with similar species 
compositions.  Appendix B provides a list of the plant species found to date on the Ekker 
Nature Preserve.  The four vegetation communities identified are listed in Table 2 with 
the total area that each community occupies within the Preserve.   
 

Table 2 
Ekker Nature Preserve 

Natural Vegetation Communities 
Vegetation Community Acres % 

Pine plantation 22.45 26.37 
Fish farm 24.31 28.09 
Upland mixed forest 39.24 45.11 
Borrow pit 0.36 0.43 

Total acres 86.54 100.00 
 
2.2.2 Vegetation Community Descriptions 
 
The following paragraphs describe the four distinct communities and Figure 3 shows their 
estimated extent and location within the study area.  As stated previously, the mapping 
was completed with limited ground truthing and the locations of the plant communities 
and descriptions of the vegetative cover are approximations.  As part of the 10-year 
management process, the Conservation Services Section should continue ground-
truthing and refining the delineation of plant community types, as well as continue to 
update the flora and fauna species lists. 
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Department to 
harvest the trees 
and restore the 
habitat.   
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Pine Plantation.  The pines were planted in 1993 (Pete Johnson, personal 
communication, 2006) in the open spaces that were present between the existing oak 
trees.  The pines planted were the genetically “improved” slash pines that are the 
progeny of a clonal seed orchard, where the parents were phenotypically selected for 
volume production, crown and bole characteristics, and disease resistance.  The trees 
are planted very close together in rows to facilitate harvesting.  There is little understory 
and a dense duff layer in this area, and this community would likely burn easily if lit.  
These areas provide some wildlife habitat, but are considered of much less value than 
natural pine flatwoods with a diversity of native vegetation.   
 
Management Measures for Pine Plantations.  Conservation Services staff and the 
SWFWMD SWIM program are working with the Florida Division of Forestry to negotiate a 
contract for the harvesting of the pines.  When the trees are removed, the area can be 
burned and the ground cover and understory species should recover.  Prescribed fire is 
an important management tool for pine flatwoods with fires occurring every two to eight 
years under natural conditions.  Without fires most pine flatwoods succeed to mixed 
hardwood forests or hardwood hammocks.   
 
Invasive plants and animals are serious threats to these communities, and there are 
many exotic plant species that may become established if not controlled.  Periodic 
monitoring and routine maintenance is required to prevent serious problems with exotic 
plant species.  The Conservation Services staff and contracted services treat the exotic 
vegetation on a prioritized basis as resources are available.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This photo 
shows the oaks 
within the 
hardwood/pine 
community.  The 
understory 
includes saw 
palmetto, cat’s 
claw, beauty 
berry, Virginia 
creeper, and 
wire grass.   
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Upland Mixed Forest.  This community occurs in the eastern, north central and western 
portions of the Preserve, associated with the Myakka fine sand soils.  This is the 
dominant vegetation community on the Preserve, with over 45% of the total land area. 
This area supports a canopy evenly mixed of some slash pine, cabbage palm, live, water, 
and laurel oak, with a ground cover of sparse saw palmetto, grasses, and forbs.     
 
Management measures for upland mixed forest.  This community type does not burn 
as readily as the pine flatwoods and has a longer burn cycle.  The main threat to this 
community within the Preserve would be infestations of exotic plant species.  The 
Conservation Services staff regularly treats the exotic plants in this Preserve, although 
the noxious plants often reseed from the uncontrolled exotics in the neighboring lands.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fish Farm Area.  The fish farm is 24.31 acres and consists of over 160 small, deep pits 
excavated in rows in the southern portion of the Preserve.  This former fish farm is now 
covered with a dense growth of Brazilian pepper, ragweed and other noxious weeds, and 
some of the metal frameworks are still in place.  The SWFWMD is preparing a restoration 
plan for the site which will include wetlands and uplands planted with native vegetation.   
 
Management measures for the fish farm area.  Restoration of the fish farm area will 
begin in 2007, and will include the creation of a wetland in this area.  All of the small pits 
will graded to create a mosaic of uplands, high marsh, low marsh, forested wetlands, 
uplands, and ephemeral frog ponds.  The restoration effort is discussed in greater detail 
in Section 6.0.   

 

These pits were 
for the breeding 
and propagation 
of tropical fish 
for the aquarium 
trade.  The metal 
frames 
supported shade 
cloth or screens 
that kept the pits 
cool and 
prevented 
predation by 
birds.  The 
ponds were fed 
by groundwater 
pumped in and 
continually 
circulated.   
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2.3 Water Resources 
 
2.3.1 Aquatic Preserves and Outstanding Florida Waters 
 
Bullfrog Creek discharges into Hillsborough Bay approximately one and one half mile 
west of the Ekker Nature Preserve.  The closest Aquatic Preserve is the Cockroach Bay 
Preserve, approximately five miles southeast of the Preserve.  Activities in the Bullfrog 
Creek will not measurably affect any Aquatic Preserve or Outstanding Florida Waters.  
Figure 4 below shows the location of the Ekker Nature Preserve with respect to the 
Aquatic Preserves in the vicinity.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 
Aquatic Preserves 
in the Vicinity of  

Ekker Nature Preserve 

���� 
EEEkkkkkkeeerrr   NNNaaatttuuurrreee   PPPrrreeessseeerrrvvveee   
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2.3.2 Water Quality  
 
Hillsborough County contracted a consulting firm to prepare a watershed management 
plan for Bullfrog/Wolf Branch Creeks watershed.  In 2000, the consultant presented their 
findings and made 21 unspecific recommendations to improve water quality.  None of the 
recommendations will affect the Preserve and the habitat it provides.  This management 
plan is available at http://www.hillsborough.wateratlas.usf.edu/watershed/. 
 

 
 
The Ekker Nature Preserve is located within the Bullfrog Creek Watershed.  The creek 
originates west of Balm Wimauma Road and flows through the county for 22 miles.  The 
watershed drains 69.1 square miles in Hillsborough County and contains 2 named lakes 
and ponds and 3 named rivers, streams and canals.  Water quality is considered 
generally good (48%) and the trend is fairly stable.  Only 17% of the watershed is 
considered wetlands.  Over the last ten years, three years showed more than average 
rainfall; in 1997, 2002, and 2005.   
 
2.3.3 Water Resource Management Measures 
 
Management measures required with respect to maintaining or improving the water 
quality in the vicinity of the Preserve would be to:  
 

• control exotic vegetation with an approved herbicide used according to the label, 
or use biocontrol agents if available,  

Data obtained from 
Hillsborough County and 
the University of South 

Florida. It is intended that 
the accuracy of the base 

map comply with US 
National map accuracy 

standards. However, such 
accuracy is not guaranteed 

by Hillsborough County. 
This map is for illustrative 

purposes only. 
 

Courtesy of:  
Florida Center for Community 

Design + Research 
School of Architecture & 

Community Design 
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3702 Spectrum Blvd., Suite 
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• avoid soil disturbances to prevent erosion and subsequent turbidity and 
sedimentation in surface waters,   

• preserve or restore vegetation in riparian habitat to act as buffers against surface 
water impacts,  

• always implement best management practices during any construction or other 
disturbance of the soils or vegetation.   

 
The Ekker Nature Preserve was purchased to protect and enhance the water quality in 
Bullfrog Creek and to provide riparian habitat.  The pine plantations and fish ponds on the 
site are slated for restoration within the next ten years.  The restoration is anticipated to 
improve water quality by increasing the size of the riparian buffer.   
 
2.4  Fish and Wildlife Resources 
 
2.4.1 Existing Conditions 
 
The Preserve provides high quality riparian habitat along the south bank of Bullfrog 
Creek.  The pine plantation and fish ponds provide some habitat but these areas lack the 
benefits provided by the native vegetation community and therefore the habitat would be 
considered degraded.  No formal wildlife surveys have been conducted to date to 
determine what species may be present on the Preserve.  A preliminary list of the plant 
and animal species observed to date on the Preserve is included as Appendix B.  The 
species list will be updated on a regular basis when the surveying and monitoring 
program is initiated.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

This young hawk 
is a common 
sight on the 
Preserve.  The 
residents say 
that the hawk 
eats 
“predominantly” 
anoles, but 
occasionally 
catches a 
squirrel.  Photo 
by Jeanie 
Johnson. 
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2.4.2 Management Measures for Fish and Wildlife 
 
Prior to implementing any specific management measures for fish and wildlife, it would be 
beneficial to know what species are present.  The former owners and current site security 
residents keep the Conservation Services staff up to date on any wildlife sightings, but 
these are informal observations.  Formal surveys which include trapping and tagging are 
recommended to identify the wildlife resources on the site.  These surveys should be 
conducted seasonally to include the use of the site by migrant species and those species 
only active on a seasonal basis to provide a truly comprehensive list of the species 
present.  Surveys should include herpetofaunal drift fencing or pitfall arrays, small 
mammal trapping, and conducting pedestrian transects throughout the Preserve, 
sampling all habitat types.   
 
The main management measures for the protection and conservation of wildlife on the 
Ekker Preserve are habitat restoration, the prescribed burn program and the 
maintenance of nuisance exotic vegetation and animals.  These programs will be initiated 
in the Preserve on an as-needed basis, and as prioritized by the Conservation Services 
staff.  Other measures include maintaining site security to prevent trespassing and 
poaching, and the control of exotic wildlife, such as feral hogs, cats, and dogs.   
 
2.5 Special Status Species 
 
Information regarding the special status species on Ekker Nature Preserve was obtained 
from the Conservation Services staff, local experts, and relevant literature.  State and/or 
federally listed plant and animal species observed on the Ekker Nature Preserve include 
those listed in Table 3.  Their habitat needs are discussed in the following paragraphs.  
These species were noted during casual observations and not from formal surveys.  
Formal surveys have not been initiated yet in this Preserve, but will be in the future.  
ELAPP policies regarding the management of special status species are provided in 
Appendix C.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This photo 
shows an 
apparent 
territorial 
dispute 
between two 
gopher 
tortoises.  The 
gopher tortoise 
is a protected 
species and is 
declining due 
to loss of 
habitat.  Photo 
by Jeanie 
Johnson 
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Table 3  
Special Status Species Observed in the  

Ekker Nature Preserve 
 

 
Species 

 
Ranking 

 
Common Name 

 
Scientific Name  

FED 
 

STATE 
Reptiles And Amphibians    
Gopher Tortoise Gopherus polyphemus  SSC 
Plants    
Giant wild pine Tillandsia utriculata  E 
 
2.5.1 Descriptions of Special Status Species 
 
Gopher tortoise.  The gopher tortoise lives in extensive subterranean burrows in dry 
upland habitats such as longleaf pine sandhill, xeric oak hammocks, scrub, pine 
flatwoods, dry prairies, and coastal dunes.  Tortoises can also live in man-made 
environments, such as pastures, old fields, and grassy roadsides.  To be suitable for 
gopher tortoises, the habitat must have well-drained sandy soils for digging burrows, 
herbaceous food plants, and open sunny areas for nesting and basking.  Periodic natural 
fires play an important role in maintaining tortoise habitat by opening up the canopy and 
promoting growth of herbaceous food plants.  Burrows have been observed in the upland 
mixed forest area 
 
Gopher tortoise burrows remain at a fairly constant temperature and humidity level year-
round, thus providing shelter for the tortoise during periods of extreme temperatures, 
drought, and fire.  Tortoise burrows also afford refuge to other animals including listed 
species such as the eastern indigo snake, Florida pine snake, gopher frog, Florida 
mouse, and gopher cricket.   
 
Management measures for gopher tortoise. Management measures for the gopher 
tortoise include collecting GPS coordinates for all burrows.  Areas where the burrows 
occur should be restricted against all vehicular traffic to prevent the loss of active 
burrows.  Timbering the pine plantation should be conducted after the location of the 
burrows so that no burrows are damaged by the equipment.  Prescribed burns should 
continue in these areas to keep the herbaceous layer fresh and low.  Egg predation 
should be reduced as much as possible, and if possible, should include controlling 
raccoon and fire ant populations on the Preserve.  The Conservation Services staff has 
prepared gopher tortoise relocation policies that use the guidelines established by the 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.  These policies are provided in 
Appendix C.  
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Giant wild pine.  The Giant wild pine is native to the cypress swamps, hammocks, 
pinelands, tree islands, sloughs, scrub, mangrove swamps, and many other similar 
natural habitats, both wet and dry, throughout central and southern Florida and the Keys.  
It is one of the largest species of bromeliads in Florida, sometimes reaching 2 or 3 feet.  
This species is epiphytic on tree trunks, branches, large twigs that can support the plant's 
weight.  This species is found in many varied natural habitats such as swamps, sloughs 
and cypress forests to pine flatwoods, sandhill, scrub, and oak hammocks.  This species 
is being threatened by habitat destruction, collecting, and by the Mexican bromeliad 
weevil (Metamasius callizona).    
 
Management measures for giant wild pine.  This air plant is a favorite of collectors and 
is in danger of being over-collected.  A more serious threat is the Mexican weevil which 
has been observed in the vicinity, but has not yet been documented on the Ekker Nature 
Preserve.  The weevil has no known predators and is decimating the populations of this 
bromeliad throughout south Florida.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.5.2 Management Measures for All Special Status Species 
 
Management measures for all protected species in the Preserve include the management 
of exotic vegetation and animals, the maintenance of natural hydroperiods and drainage 
patterns, the restriction of vehicular traffic and inappropriate recreational uses, the 
apprehension and prosecution of poachers and trespassers, and periodic monitoring to 
assess the status of the various species.  The public should be educated so that they 
know to avoid disturbing these species and that their carelessness with trash, cigarettes, 
and other debris could contribute to the decline of these protected species.   
 
Wildlife surveys on an annual basis are recommended to determine the presence and 
monitor the status of the protected species on the Preserve.  The surveys should be 
conducted post restoration to determine what management objectives should be 

 

This 
bromeliad 
was once 
common in 
central 
Florida, but 
due to 
collectors 
and land 
developers, 
and now a 
noxious 
weevil, it is 
now 
endangered.   
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implemented for this Preserve.  GPS tracking of burrows, nests, territories, and the 
location of listed plant populations is recommended for resident species or important 
foraging areas.   
 
3.0 CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
3.1 Definition of Terminology 
 
There are five widely accepted categories of cultural resources:  1) archeological 
resources; 2) historic structures; 3) cultural landscapes; 4) ethnographic resources; and 
5) museum collections.  In the Ekker Nature Preserve, only archaeological or historic 
resources are likely to be present.  As defined in the National Historic Preservation Act 
and its implementing regulations in 36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 800, historic 
properties are those buildings, Area of Potential Effects, sites, districts, artifacts, and 
remains that are related to culturally important places and events, and that are listed in or 
eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places.  The significance of 
historic properties is assessed by the property’s ability to meet the following four criteria 
for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places (36CFR60.4): 
 

• Association with events that made a substantial contribution to the patterns of our 
history; 

• Association with the lives of persons important in our past;  
• Sites that embody characteristics of a type, period, or methods of construction or 

that represent the work of a master, possess high artistic value, or represent a 
distinguishable entity; or  

• Have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important to prehistory or 
history.   

 
Properties may be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places for contribution at 
the national, state, or local level.  In order for a structure to be listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places, it must possess historic integrity of those features necessary 
to convey its significance, such as location, designs, setting, workmanship, materials, 
feeling, and association in accordance with National Register guidelines.   
 
3.2 Cultural Resources Survey  
 
The SWFWMD contracted an archeologist in August 2005 to conduct a survey of the 
southeast corner of the Preserve in preparation for the creation of the wetlands described 
in Section 6.0.  The survey included a record search of most of Section 25, Township 19 
South, Range 19 East and shovel tests of specific areas within the proposed construction 
area.  The record search determined that there were no historical structures or sites on 
the Ekker Nature Preserve.  A review of the Florida Mater Site File indicated that onlu 
one archaeological site had been previously recorded within Section 25.  The survey is 
included as Appendix D.   
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The archeologist and the Conservation Services staff recommends that the upland areas 
and creek shoreline be surveyed in the future.   
 
3.3 Management Measures for Cultural Resources 
 
Although all the Preserve has not yet been formally surveyed, and the locations of 
potential archaeological sites along the creek and the northern portions of the Preserve 
are not known, the proposed management activities will not likely impact cultural 
resources.  No excavation, grading or other earthwork is proposed in these areas, with 
the exception of the maintenance of fire breaks.  This activity may disturb the upper 
surface of the soil, but with the exception of the proposed fish pond restoration, no 
excavation will be undertaken and no impacts to cultural resources are likely.  The area 
where the fish ponds are located has already been completely surveyed, so no impacts 
to cultural resources will occur as a result of the restoration effort.  The creation of the 
Preserve protects any cultural resources that are present, whether or not their location is 
known, by prohibiting excavation and mechanical earthwork without first conducting an 
archaeological survey.       
 
4.0 RECREATIONAL RESOURCES 
 
4.1 Existing Recreational Facilities 
 
There are no recreational resources on site currently, and none are proposed at this time.  
There are extensive restoration plans scheduled to start in the spring of 2007, during 
which it would be inappropriate and dangerous to allow public access to the site.  Upon 
completion of the restoration activity, and after the plants have matured to a point that the 
site may attract wildlife, the decision to provide recreational facilities will be addressed.  
These potential facilities may include creek access, parking, and nature trails.  
 
4.2 Greenways and Trails 
 
The South Coast Greenway is the closest trail to the Ekker Nature Preserve.  This bike 
trail is planned to traverse the southern portion of the county, extending from McKay Bay 
to River Bend Ranch north of the Little Manatee River, using existing roads and proposed 
bike trails.  The trail is planned to come into contact with the southern boundary of the 
Preserve as it goes down Symmes Road to the TECO powerline right –of-way where it 
continues off road to the southern part of the county.  The trail is not planned to utilize the 
Preserve.  Figure 6 shows the Preserve in relation to the proposed trails throughout 
Hillsborough County, and relevant excerpts of the Hillsborough Greenways Master Plan 
(http://www.hillsboroughcounty.org/parks/greenways/) are provided in Appendix E.   
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5.0 RESOURCE MANAGEMENT  
 
5.1 Site Security.   
 
The Preserve lies in unincorporated Hillsborough County and is therefore within the 
jurisdiction of the County Sheriff’s Department.  The site security residents patrol the 
Preserve frequently to observe any infractions and then notify the Sheriff if vagrants, 
poachers, and trespassers are present.  Figure 3 shows the access gates from Ekker and 
Lovegren Roads.  These gates remain locked and are posted against trespassing and 
hunting.   
 
5.2 Exotic Species Management  
 
5.2.1 Invasive Exotic Plants 
 
The predominant invasive exotic plants known to exist on the Ekker Nature Preserve are 
Brazilian pepper and air potato.  The Brazilian pepper forms a dense growth around the 
fish farm in the southern part of the site.  Air potato occurs along the banks of the creek.  
These and other exotics will be controlled with herbicide, as are other areas within the 
county.  New species and new infestations can occur frequently and the Conservation 
Services staff and the site security resident survey the Preserve on a regular basis to 
prevent new infestations from becoming established.  Sites are treated on an as needed 
basis, prioritized by the staff according to resources available.   
 
Exotic plants can be treated by mechanical, physical, chemical or biological methods or 
combinations of one or more of these methods.  Mechanical treatments include the 
cutting or pulling of the vegetation and often is followed by the use of chemical spraying.  
Physical treatments include the use of prescribed fire or water impoundment to kill or at 
least slow the spread of the exotic plants.  Chemical treatments are the most widely used 
and usually most effective methodology.  This involves the use of herbicidal sprays 
applied from back pack sprayers or even from helicopters.  Biological controls are the 
slowest methodology of treatment, but when implemented properly, can be the most 
effective over the long term.  Biological control involves the introduction of a natural 
predator or pathogen that destroys the exotic species.  Biological treatment requires long 
years of testing to ensure that the introduced control does not create problems in the 
environment.   
 
Treatment methodologies for exotic plant species are continually changing as new 
herbicides and biological controls are developed.  There are numerous references 
available for types of chemical herbicide application and biological treatment and the 
science is changing all the time.  The Conservation Services Team is committed to using 
the latest technology and the safest methodology available to reduce existing 
infestations.  Some resources on line include: 
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Center for Aquatic and Invasive Plants Web site http://plants.ifas.ufl.edu.  
 
Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council Web site http://fleppc.org.   
 
Identification and Biology of Non-Native Plants in Florida's Natural Areas. K.A. 
 Langeland and K. Craddock Burks. 165 pp. 1998. IFAS Publication SP 257.    
 
Control of Non-Native Plants in Natural Areas of Florida. K.A. Langeland and R.K. 
 Stocker. 34 pp. 2001. IFAS Publication SP 242.    
 
Help Protect Florida's Natural Areas from Non-Native Invasive Plants . K.A. 
 Langeland. 1999. IFAS Circular 1204. 

 
The most effective method for the treatment of exotic plant infestations is prevention.  
This will require periodic monitoring of vulnerable areas in the Preserve and maintenance 
of all occurrences while they are in the early stage of development.   
 
5.2.2 Invasive Exotic Animals.   
 
A dead green iguana was found on the Preserve, but this is the only exotic animal found 
to date.  There have not been any other exotic animals observed on the Preserve since 
the land was purchased, but a thorough survey has not been conducted to date.  Periodic 
monitoring to determine the presence of nuisance species is recommended so that 
removal action may be taken before feral animals become a serious problem.  Monitoring 
can be conducted during routine maintenance events, such as mowing, maintaining 
firebreaks, and exotic vegetation maintenance and during native wildlife surveys.   
 
5.3 Prescribed Burns.   
 
5.3.1 The importance of fire  
 
Prescribed fire is a land management tool used to restore and maintain fire-dependent 
ecosystems, enhance forest health, improve wildlife habitat, and prevent dangerous, 
uncontrolled wildfire by reducing hazardous fuels.  Fire promotes healthy ecosystems by 
clearing out competing vegetation, cycling nutrients into the soil, providing food for 
wildlife, and stimulating fire-dependent plants to grow and produce seed 
(http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/fireuse/rxfire/rx_index.html).  Concerns regarding smoke created 
by prescribed fire are a priority, even in a sparsely developed area like that around the 
Preserve.  
 
One of the greatest benefits of prescribed fire is that it reduces "fuels" such as the 
underbrush, branches, pine needles, leaves, and dead plant debris that have built up on 
the forest floor over time.  If fuels are not reduced every few years, wildfires can become 
intense, hot, and destructive (http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/fireuse/rxfire/rx_index.html). 
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Because of Florida’s long history of lightning fires, many of the state’s natural systems 
are adapted to fire and depend on periodic fire to remain healthy.  Prescribed burning is a 
vital tool for managing pine flatwoods, pine sand hills, and sand pine/oak scrub found in 
the region.  These natural systems shelter many threatened and endangered plant and 
animal species that rely on fire to survive, such as Florida black bear, Florida scrub-jay, 
eastern indigo snake, gopher tortoise, and scrub holly.  When fire is kept out of these 
areas, some plant and animal populations decline and eventually disappear (Myers, 
1990).   
 
Because natural fires can no longer move across the landscape as they did historically, 
prescribed fire at appropriate intervals is necessary to maintain these unique natural 
communities.  For example, prescribed fire reduces the height of scrub vegetation to a 
level that is suitable for the Florida scrub jay and opens up sandy areas which allows the 
jays to store their acorns.  Fire also generates fresh seeds, fruits, and native plant 
growth, providing food for these rare species (Myers, 1990). 
 
Many people have expressed concern about the safety of wild animals during prescribed 
fires.  Most wild animals migrate to safety during the relatively slow-moving prescribed 
fires.  Some animals take refuge by moving to unburned or previously burned areas.  
Small animals seek shelter under logs, in old trees, and in burrows like those of the 
gopher tortoise.  Few animals are killed by fire, especially during the growing season 
when it’s warm and most animals are active.  Mammals are rarely killed, and ground 
nesting birds build new nests and benefit from increased numbers of insects after the fire 
(Myers, 1990). 
 
Prescribed fire is also beneficial to the people of Florida.  It prevents wildfires and 
provides improved wildlife habitat, forest, and grazing land.  As Florida’s population 
continues to grow, more and more areas will be developed that will require fire protection 
services.  Prescribed fire is a safe and effective land management tool for preventing 
wildfires (Myers, 1990). 
 
5.3.2 Management Measures for Fire.   
 
Prescribed fires are conducted on ELAPP lands as resources become available and 
when climate conditions are appropriate.  Preparation for burns includes the preparation 
of a burn plan, creation of fire lanes, surveying pre-burn site conditions, and notifying 
homeowners that may be affected by the burn.  Some of these responsibilities will be 
shared by the Conservation Services team and some occur with the assistance of the 
state Forestry Department or specialized contractors.  No prescribed burns have 
occurred on this site since its purchase, but burns are currently being planned and will be 
conducted during the life of this plan.  A sample burn plan is included as Appendix F.    
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6.0 HABITAT RESTORATION 
 
The planted pine and fish farm areas in the Ekker Nature Preserve are scheduled for 
restoration within the next few years.  SWFWMD has prepared a plan and has acquired 
permits to create a freshwater wetland in the area that the fishponds are now located.   
The plan will create a mosaic of habitats including 4.74 acres of open water, and 3.1 
acres of high marsh vegetated with soft rush, cordgrass, spike rush, flat sedge, 
buttonbush, and other species tolerant of shallow water inundation.  There will be 7.72 
acres of low marsh habitat vegetated with pickerel weed, arrowhead, bulrush, and other 
species tolerant of higher water elevations.  The forested wetland areas will total 2.61 
acres and will be vegetated with red maple, sweet bay, pop ash, cypress, holly and sweet 
gum trees, as well as assorted shrubs and ground cover species.  There will be 0.64 
acres of ephemeral frog ponds vegetated with grasses and rushes located along the 
eastern boundary, and 0.39 acres of uplands planted with grasses, wax myrtle, and 
native shrubs.  There will be 4.67 acres of four to seven feet high berms located within 
the uplands that will provide a buffer against the roads on the southern and eastern 
boundaries.  These buffers will also be planted with native grasses, trees, and shrubs 
such as beauty berry, wax myrtle, saw palmetto, cabbage palm, longleaf pines, red 
cedars, live and laurel oaks and other species.  A copy of the 90% construction plans is 
included as Appendix G.  This project cost approximately $350,000 for design, permitting 
and construction.   
 
The planted pine areas are scheduled for harvesting in the near future, as soon as a 
restoration plan is complete.  The pines will likely be clear cut and the cut areas will be 
allowed to recruit with native species, while keeping the exotic vegetation under control.  
The recruited species will likely including longleaf pine and other species that were 
present prior to the settlement of the site.   
 
7.0 COMPLIANCE 
 
7.1 ELAPP Policies and Ordinances 
 
On January 7, 1987, the Board of County Commissioners approved an Environmentally 
Sensitive Land Ordinance that took effect upon the passage of a referendum on March 3, 
1987.  The voters of Hillsborough County passed the Environmentally Sensitive Lands 
Referendum by a three to two margin, providing for a one-quarter mil tax over a four-year 
period to purchase sensitive land in Hillsborough County.  The tax was projected to raise 
approximately twenty-one million dollars in revenues over a four-year period for the 
purchase or protection of these lands.   
 
The Environmental Lands Acquisition and Protection Program (ELAPP) was established 
for the purpose of acquiring, preserving, and protecting endangered and environmentally 
sensitive lands, beaches, parks, and recreational lands in Hillsborough County.  The 
purpose of acquiring such lands will be for resource protection; however, all lands shall 



EKKER NATURE PRESERVE 
LAND MANAGEMENT AND LAND USE PLAN 

 23 

be open for public use and enjoyment to the extent that the County finds such use 
compatible with the preservation and protection of these lands (ELAPP 2005).  The 
Environmentally Sensitive Land Ordinance is provided as Appendix H.   
 
In 1997, the Parks ordinance (78-8) was repealed and replaced with Ordinance 97-14 to 
provide additional protection to the park and conservation lands of Hillsborough County.  
This ordinance provides regulations that conformed to those of the state and federal 
government with respect to public lands.  This ordinance is provided in its entirety in 
Appendix H.   
 
7.2 Compliance with Comprehensive Plans 
 
The Ekker Preserve will assist Hillsborough County in implementing the goals, objectives 
and policies of the Conservation and Aquifer Recharge Element, Future Land Use 
Element, and Recreation and Open Space Element of the County’s Comprehensive Plan.  
The preservation of wildlife habitats and the development of public recreation and 
environmental conservation activities on the Preserve will help to accomplish or further 
enhance the following goals and objectives.  Copies of the relevant elements of the 
County’s Comprehensive Plan are included as Appendix I   
 
7.3 Proposed Expansion Opportunities 
 
There are two parcels (Parcels #1 and #2, See Appendix J) along the northeastern 
boundary of the Preserve that have been approved for purchase by ELAPP.  These 
parcels total approximately 0.85 acres and have been excavated to create a ditch which 
now supports a dense cover of primrose willow, Carolina willow and other exotic 
nuisance plants.  Other potential purchases are located across the creek from the Ekker 
Nature Preserve.  Parcels #3 and #4 (See Appendix J) are owned by Pat and Judy 
Milam, owners of a native plant nursery.  The two parcels total almost 8 acres and appear 
to be in relatively good shape from the aerial photography and they would contribute to 
the riparian corridor.  The sites appear to have structures on them which can be easily 
removed.  Parcel #5 (See Appendix J) is another predominantly undeveloped parcel 
across the creek from the Ekker Nature Preserve that may be available for purchase.  It 
is about 4 acres and is densely forested.  The remaining lands around the Preserve are 
intensive farm lands or residential properties and would not qualify for ELAPP purchase.   
 
SWFWMD had identified two parcels of land adjacent to the Ekker Nature Preserve for 
purchase in the 2005 update of the Florida Forever Work Plan.  The parcels were located 
on the north and west sides of the Preserve and would have enhanced the habitat and 
recreation value of the Preserve considerably.  Unfortunately land values in Hillsborough 
County have increased to such an extent and land is in such demand that the parcels 
were sold to developers before SWFWMD could buy them (Brandt Henningsen, personal 
communication, 2006).   
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8.0 SUMMARY OF MANAGEMENT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
Listed below are the goals and objectives proposed for the 10-year period of this 
management plan.  These goals and objectives are not in any prioritized order, but it is 
likely that the treatment of exotic vegetation will take precedence over the other 
objectives.     
 

 
TABLE 4 

PROPOSED MANAGEMENT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  
FOR  

EKKER PRESERVE 
 

OBJECTIVE  SCHEDULE ESTIMATED 
COST 

Control exotic vegetation (annual treatments @ $600.00) Ongoing $6,000.00 
Conduct prescribed burns (3 burns @ $2,000) Ongoing $6,000.00 
Re-fence the east boundary and other areas as needed ($700/yr) Ongoing $7,000.00 
Maintenance of structures ($2,000/yr) Ongoing $20,000.00 
Posting – costs of signs, man-hours, etc.  ($400/yr) Ongoing $4,000.00 
Law enforcement – paid to state and local law officers ($4,200/yr) Ongoing $42,000.00 
Habitat management (roads, culverts, reforestation) ($1,500/yr) Ongoing $15,000.00 
Monitoring, inventories ($850.00/yr) Ongoing $8,500.00 
Restoration (design, permitting, construction)   
 Total $108,500.00 

 
The items above include those listed on a budget submitted to the SWFWMD on an 
annual basis.  Examples of those budgets are provided in Appendix K.  Hillsborough 
County receives 50% reimbursement for management costs through an agreement with 
SWFWMD.  The treatment of exotic vegetation should be conducted on an annual basis 
to control the invasive vegetation and prevent impacts to habitat.  If the treatments occur 
annually and are successful, then less herbicide and fewer treatments will be needed in 
the future.   
 
The costs of wildlife surveys and monitoring should be absorbed into the annual budgets 
for ELAPP as part of the land management requirements.  Additional studies may be 
funded by grants from environmental agencies and academia.   
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