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Gratitude, Thanksgiving, and Peace

This year has been a doozy! We saved the most land, pivoted 
to engage more people online, and activated more funds for 
land conservation, and we couldn’t have been so successful 
without you. Throughout this year, you—our Conservation 
Community—have supported our work time and again.  
You fueled our engine and we saved over 6,300 acres; grew 
our donor base 70%; and passed Manatee County’s first ever 
land conservation program by 71%! We are so very grateful.

During this time of Thanksgiving, we showcase you and 
offer examples of your impact. We are becoming the 
“go to” organization for land-related community issues, 
opportunities, topics, and problems. This newsletter 
highlights those connections like restoring native habitats, 
engaging youth in nature, and land use decisions like 
the Celery Fields’ Quad Parcels and Bobby Jones Golf 

youR IMPACT = FOREVER

LOWE MORRISON “The majority of my free time 
is spent enjoying Florida’s natural resources, 
either on our beautiful inshore Gulf of Mexico 
waters, or on undeveloped tracts of public 
and private lands. My participation on the 
Board of Conservation Foundation of the Gulf 
Coast enables me to assist in saving these 
dwindling wild places for future generations 
to enjoy. We are at a critical time as we race 
to secure and preserve as many environmentally 
sensitive lands as possible ahead of population growth 
and development. This preservation will make our area more vibrant and 
attractive to our citizens.

A sixth-generation Floridian, I was born and raised in Tampa before 
moving to the Sarasota area almost 30 years ago. Following graduation 
from the USF College of Business, my professional life has centered 
around the trust & investment industry. In 2006, I joined Sabal Trust 
and founded the Sarasota office as the Managing Principal. Over the 
years I have enjoyed participating in a number of non-profit boards that 
promote conservation and enhancement of our natural resources and 
outdoor recreational opportunities. My three favorite outdoor partners 
are my daughters Ashley and Lindsey and my 'S.O.', Leiza Fitzgerald.”

RHONDA DEEMS "My husband Dan and I moved to 
Sarasota over 23 years ago because we wanted to 

raise our family in a location with great natural 
beauty. In Southwest Florida we are blessed 
with a fabulous diversity of nature, from the 
marshes of Myakka to the beaches of the Gulf 
Coast. Having grown up in Southern California 

in the 1960s, I witnessed what can happen 
with unrestrained growth. In Florida, we see the 

extensive changes that have occurred over the last 
several decades.

I am a scientist by training with a PhD in nutrition from Tufts University. 
As a cofounder of FYZICAL Therapy and Balance Centers, a physical 
therapy franchise, I know the importance of physical activity in health 
and wellness. Our business partners with Conservation Foundation in 
their efforts to assure clean water, access to nature trails and wildlife 
habitats. We consider it an investment in the restorative, healthful 
benefits of natural resources.

As a business owner I appreciate the fiscal responsibility of Conservation 
Foundation: every $1.00 invested is used to save $3.66 of land. Where 
else can you get a 300% return on your investment?! This benefits our 
clients, our employees and our community. Supporting Conservation 
Foundation is just good business!"

MYAkkA HEADWATERS pRESERVE  — 363 acres 
in Manatee County adjacent to the 2,300-acre 
Flatford Swamp Preserve. These wetlands are 
the headwaters of the Myakka River. 

Over the past year, your impact has been deep and wide, protecting always the 
land and water of Southwest Florida for the benefit of people and nature. Learn 
more at conservationfoundation.com/yourimpact.  

RESILIENT RETREAT — an 84-acre donated 
conservation easement in Sarasota County 
that protects the headwaters of Howard Creek, 
which flows into the Myakka River. The land is 
now home to Resilient Retreat, where trauma 
victims can get professional treatment and have 
nature nurture their souls. 

ORANGE HAMMOCk RANCH — 5,777 acres 
in North Port that was a conservation priority 
for over 20 years. The land is critical to our 
drinking water supply and provides viable 
habitat for many species, including the Florida 
panther. Now owned by Florida Department 
of Environmental Protection, it will be opened 
to the public and managed by Florida Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Commission as a Wildlife 
Management Area.

FELTS AUDUBON pRESERVE  — a 33-acre 
donated conservation easement in Manatee 
County, open to the public and owned by 
Manatee Audubon, it provides habitat for lots 
of wildlife including 163 bird species and 33 
species of butterfly.

OLD MIAkkA pRESERVE ADDITION — 40 acres 
of rare longleaf pine forest and Florida scrub, 
precious to the nearly extinct Florida scrub jay, 
and adjacent to Sarasota County’s walking trails 
on Old Miakka Preserve.

QUAD pARCELS — 33 acres buffering the 
western edge of the Celery Fields from 
industrial areas. The 440-acre Celery Fields is a 
nationally recognized birding hotspot and vital 
to water quality and flood protection.

Complex. We want to, and can be, even more relevant to our 
community. Your advocacy, involvement, and support spur us 
on to greater impact. We give thanks to you. 

One thing we all learned during this crazy year is that land 
conservation is non-partisan. Everybody wants clean water 
and a beautiful place to live, work, and play as evidenced by 
Manatee County’s overwhelming support at the ballot. When 
we visit a park or preserve we see one another on common 
ground. Nature is an equalizer too; you don’t need a lot of 
expensive gear to enjoy it. We hope this newsletter points out a 
new place for you to visit. And we hope you find peace there. 

With our deepest appreciation,

Christine P. Johnson 
President
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Common ground
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2020 has been a year of learning to do things differently. A year of wearing 

masks, social distancing, and limiting many of our normal social activities.  

The stressors have been many – pandemic restrictions, voting procedures, 

and election campaigns to name a few.

Common ground
2020 has been a year of learning to do things differently. A year of wearing 

masks, social distancing, and limiting many of our normal social activities.  

The stressors have been many – pandemic restrictions, voting procedures, 

and election campaigns to name a few.

Despite our country’s division, this year we 
found common ground on the issue of saving 
ground. In Manatee County more than 71% of 
voters agreed to tax themselves to save land, 
protect water and wildlife habitat, and their 
quality of life. Volusia and Collier counties did 
the same as did many counties and a few states 
nationwide. Creating natural public spaces 
and conserving land for people and for nature 
is something we all can get behind. So with 
the pandemic having the positive outcome of 
people turning more and more to the outdoors 
for social activities, and spending more time 
in nature, Conservation Foundation’s work is 
even more important. People need places to 
socialize, exercise, and find their “happy place.” 

From activities like fishing, biking or hiking, 
to a casual stroll or outdoor relaxation under 
a tree with a favorite book, being outdoors 
helps us feel good and the research shows it can 
improve our health and well-being. 

In Florida, we are entering the best time of 
year to be outdoors and we offer you a few 
spectacular places to enjoy. 

In northwestern Manatee County, Robinson 
Preserve is a great place to hike, view 
wildlife, picnic, and explore the Canopy Zone. 
Conservation Foundation donated the 150-acre 
addition in 2012 and holds the conservation 
easement so it will never be developed. In 
2018, we partnered with the community and 
Manatee County to protect forever 48 acres on 
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the Braden River called the Johnson Preserve. 
This is pristine habitat, rare on the river, and 
a great place to walk and birdwatch. And in 
2020, the 28-acre Felts Audubon Preserve 
became permanently protected through our 
partnership with Manatee County Audubon, 
the Manatee Fish & Game Association, and the 
community. Needless to say, bird-watching is 
awesome there!

In Osprey, our headquarters at Bay Preserve is  
a nearly five-acre park on Little Sarasota 
Bay. Stop by to do some light fishing, throw a 
Frisbee, or watch the sun set over the beautiful 
bay. It never disappoints.

Currently, Conservation Foundation is working 
with the City of Sarasota to permanently 

protect Bobby Jones Golf Club. The course is 
being renovated but the nature trails are open! 
Another fun place to walk and run, cycle and 
birdwatch. And just recently, we partnered with 
Sarasota Audubon Society and Sarasota County 
to permanently protect the Quad Parcels which 
safeguard the award-winning Celery Fields.  
Climb the trails on Sarasota’s largest hill and be 
amazed by the incredible, varied birdlife at the 
Celery Fields. 

The 1500-acre Pepper Ranch Preserve in 
Collier County is primary habitat for the 
federally endangered Florida panther and 
lies within the Greater Everglades Ecosystem. 
Collier County entrusted its permanent 
protection to Conservation Foundation of the 

Gulf Coast in 2018. Located on Lake Trafford, 
the preserve is open to the public for hiking, 
biking, horseback riding, camping and wildlife 
viewing.  You will see many wading birds, 
alligators, and there are frequent Florida black 
bear sightings as well as the iconic Florida 
panther.

Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast is 
committed to ensuring that all people have 
access to and experience the benefits of public 
open space. Parks and preserves offer respite 
from the stress and anxiety of our lives. We 
hope you get outside, meet a new friend, smell 
nature, and see a bird or animal you’ve never 
noticed before. Please tell a friend and find 
some common ground!

FIVE WAYS 
BEING OUTDOORS 

CAN IMpROVE 
YOUR WELL-BEING

Lowers your blood pressure  
and reduces stress

Improves mood by decreasing 
anxiety, depression, and anger

Improves focus for kids and adults

Helps you heal quicker

Supports graceful aging with  
less aches and pains and  

better sleep patterns 
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our ConneCtion to nature

Next steps on the Celery Fields’ Quad Parcels 

Conservation Foundation and Sarasota Audubon Society are hard at 
work designing the new habitats and public access on three parts of 
the properties known as the “Quad Parcels.” We are grateful to Sarasota 
citizens for their civic engagement that encouraged Sarasota County to 
gift a conservation easement to us and pave the way for these parcels to 
be improved for nature and people. The goals to improve these 33 acres 
are that they (1) improve water quality and natural habitats, (2) buffer the 
Celery Fields from industrial uses and I-75 to the west and (3) provide low-
impact public access. 

Over the next few months, we will select an engineering team that will 
turn these principles into engineering drawings and documents. Only then 
can we estimate the time and cost to improve the 33 acres and begin the 
fundraising campaign. At important milestones throughout the process, 
we will keep the public informed and engage strategic stakeholders in 
order to ensure the very best outcome for everyone and nature. We are so 
grateful for your support and promise to keep you updated as we progress!

youth in Nature (In Masks)

This summer, we continuously rose to the 
challenges the growing pandemic caused 
for our Youth in Nature program. We made 
adaptations one after the other to keep kids and 
their adults safe. Our usual large and adventure-
packed summer became a mixture of virtual, 
self-led, and socially distanced programs. 
From decorating pumpkins using natural, 
outdoor materials with Tidewell Hospice’s Blue 
Butterflies, to bringing in local environmental 
professionals to talk about career options, our 
WOW! moments continue to be delivered in 
small, distanced groups.

During the summer, we started a virtual 
program with the Palmetto Boys and Girls Club, 
which eventually grew into a small revitalization 
of their gardening program and a birding 
exploration completely led by Club staff and 
teens. The skills we’ve been working on for the 
last two years with teens have paid off! As we 
move into the fall, an idea from one of the teens 
during the summer developed into plans for a 
teen hydroponic gardening program, completely 
run by the Palmetto teens.

Restoring natural systems 
can have a powerful impact—
on nature, and on people. At 
Conservation Foundation, we see 
these effects in the work we do 
across southwest Florida.
For example, our support of the Venice Urban 
Forest, a project of Venice Area Beautification 
Inc. (VABI), is transforming a two-mile railroad 
corridor between the Venice Train Depot and 
Center Road. This project is removing a near-
continuous stand of Brazilian pepper and 
Lead trees, both “exotic invasive species,” and 
replacing them with thousands of native trees. 
This restoration approach focuses on recreating 
“biodiversity” by re-establishing diverse native 
vegetation. The result is a forested sanctuary 
along the Intracoastal Waterway, home to 
numerous birds, butterflies and animals, 
creating a park-like setting for all to enjoy.

Another restoration approach brings back 
nature’s ability to function and process as 
intended. Such processes include capturing 
and storing atmospheric carbon, creating 
and retaining nutrients, and building soil. In 
our region, the most impaired processes are 
often the natural movements of fire, water, 

and wildlife. The recent protection of Orange 
Hammock Ranch in North Port is a great 
example of nature working as intended. This 
property is connected to adjacent conserved 
lands allowing wildlife movement and 
prescribed burns can occur without conflicts 
from developed areas. Marsh restoration will 

RESTORATION is about returning something that was lost. In the world of land conservation, 

restoration often refers to re-establishing natural areas that were altered in some way by prior 

generations. Often, saving a piece of land is not enough; we must also restore it. When successful, 

restoration improves the value and impact of saving that land. There are many restoration strategies 

in Conservation Foundation’s toolbox including removing invasive plant species; conducting 

controlled burns to regenerate wildlife habitat; planting diminishing plant species; removing dams, 

or re-contouring the land to restore water flow; and implementing Best Management Practices, or 

BMPs, on farming landscapes to bolster restoration strategies. 

One thing that couldn’t be handled online 
was our garden plot in Laurel Nokomis. With 
some fresh faces from Laurel Civic and some 
seedlings from Sarasota County, a new group 
of kids started growing vegetables—and their 
opinions on those veggies—in a new, larger plot; 
there’s nothing like an 8-year-old’s excitement 

about quick-growing radishes! Radishes were 
the very first thing requested for the plot this 
season, despite the incredibly fun fact that none 
of them have tasted a radish. Check back in the 
next newsletter for reactions!

Learn more at conservationfoundation.com/
youth

occur to prevent flooding and protect water 
runoff into adjacent waterways that provide 
regional drinking water.

We at Conservation Foundation envision a 
future where the human and natural worlds 
of Southwest Florida flourish together, and 
restoration plays a powerful role in that vision. 
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Saving wild places 
connects us all to 

the beauty and bliss 
of nature. Leave 

your legacy of 
conservation.

CREATE youR
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Find out more! Visit 

conservationfoundation.com/
YouForever 

or call (941) 918-2100

engage online  get outside  make a gift
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o u r  V i s i o n 
The human and natural worlds of Southwest Florida flourish together.

Resilient communities 
withstand rising seas, 

temperatures, and storm 
intensities.

Sea life thrives  
throughout the  
Gulf waters.

The Florida panther and 
other wildlife roam freely 

through protected corridors 
and habitat.

All people experience the 
benefits of public open 

space equitably, through 
countless trails, parks, 
and preserves in our 

communities.

Everyone is deeply 
connected to nature, 

respecting and balancing 
the needs and rights of 

nature and people.

Clean and plentiful water 
fills our lakes, rivers,  

and aquifers.


