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Perico Preserve - Rebuilding 
and Maintaining Florida’s Suncoast

Over the last half century, Tampa Bay’s 
coastline has seen a sharp decline in 
native wildlife habitats due to ur-

banization. The Perico Preserve restora-
tion project is transforming coastal, aban-
doned farmland into a thriving landscape 
of coastal hammock, pine flatwoods coastal 
scrub, saltmarsh, mangrove, and seagrass 
meadows.  Leadership in Manatee County 
undertook this project more than five years 
ago to help reverse this habitat loss; and so 
far the results have been very successful in a 
short time frame. How did they manage to 
achieve success, despite challenges? Several 
factors positively influenced the project’s 
timeline: emerging opportunities to fund 
the project, volunteer planting coordina-
tion, identification of a seagrass mitigation 

site, and maintaining high construction 
and implementation standards to be good 

neighbors and ensure community buy-in. 
The team spent significant time and 

resources during the planning stage. Mana-
tee County staff, in conjunction with the 
project consultants, successfully maneu-
vered challenges from developing a vision 
for the site, to finding creative funding 
sources, to anticipating public needs. All 
these efforts showcased a commitment to 
improving fish and wildlife habitats on 
Florida’s Suncoast. However, just how they 
accomplished all of this is the real story. 

In June 2007, Manatee County ac-
quired Perico Preserve – an area that in-
cluded 175-acres on Perico Island between 
Sarasota Bay and south Tampa Bay - as part 
of a settlement over a dispute with a build-
er who had planned a dense condominium 

Volunteers have planted tens of thousands of native seeds and plants at Perico.
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project for this and adjacent properties. Al-
though evaluated for multiple public uses, 
the County commission decided this site 
should be set aside for conservation and 
passive recreation (such as hiking, kayak-
ing, wildlife viewing). Since much of the 
site was abandoned farmland, intensive 
restoration of the property was required for 
the County to achieve their goal of creating 
a functioning wildlife preserve. 

The overarching goal for Perico was 
to restore a high level of ecological func-
tion to the degraded upland portions of the 
property by implementing various habitat 
restoration, creation and management 
techniques –while providing passive recre-
ation areas for the community. Special care 
was taken to provide a rookery, or nesting 
site, for wading birds, which are always 
needed and make popular focal points that 
enhance the visitor experience.  

Restoration planning on this parcel 
included an analysis of the history and 
underlying soils of the site; identifying the 
specific areas that could benefit from en-
hancement; and the creation of entirely 
new habitats. The overall restoration plan 
considered not only onsite landforms and 
cover, but also adjacent natural areas and 
resources, and how Perico fits into the 
Tampa Bay region’s estuaries, bays, head-
lands and other Manatee County and state 
conservation lands.  

To achieve the restoration goal, the 
work was carefully planned and was per-
formed in the following phases:
•	 Pre-Project Work – Removal of Inva-
sive Plants
•	 Phase 1 – Initial Habitat Creation of 
Dunes, Freshwater Wetlands, and Salt-
marshes 
•	 Phase 2 – Rookery Island Basin Con-
struction and Visitor Parking/Trailhead
•	 Phase 3 – Advance Seagrass Mitigation 
and Internal Trails
•	 Phase 4 – Inter-preserve Trails Connec-
tivity 
•	 Post-Project Work – Ongoing Habitat 
Management

One Step at a Time…
In anticipation of the large-scale habi-

tat restoration project, Manatee County’s 
Parks and Natural Resources Department 
staff first began controlling invasive plants 
that would impact the planned habitat res-
toration. Highly invasive species, including 
Australian pine (Casurina spp.) were re-

moved in advance of the project construc-
tion using chainsaws and tractors. Follow 
up applications of systemic herbicides ap-
proved for aquatic use ensured that these 
difficult to contain trees would not regrow 
prior to the construction phase of the res-
toration.

By 2013, all Phase 1 earthwork and 
initial planting was completed. The resto-
ration areas continued to undergo an in-
tensive vegetation monitoring and main-
tenance program to control nuisance and 
exotic species as the newly planted and 
seeded vegetation becomes established and 
self-sustaining.  To date, it’s been highly 
successful with excellent plant survival and 
growth!

Phase 2 consisted of excavating and 
removing approximately 150,000 cubic 
yards of soil and constructing a basin with 
a bird rookery island and parking area to be 

used as a future trailhead for visitors, which 
was completed in early 2014.  

Phase 3, which consists of connect-
ing the created basin to Perico Bayou to 
facilitate the recruitment of seagrass and 
constructing trails and boardwalks, is cur-
rently under construction.  This phase also 
includes the planting of mangroves and the 
placement of oyster shell to stabilize the in-
tertidal channels and shores and begin the 
process of colonization by native estuarine 
organisms.

Phase 4, which aims to connect the 
trails created at Perico to a larger network 
of trails already in place at Neal Preserve 
to the west, and Robinson Preserve to the 
east, is still in the conceptual phase and will 
require the acquisition of several parcels of 
mostly mangrove forest. The project cost to 
date, not including the acquisition of the 
property or the Phase 4 plans, is approxi-

Above & Inset: A longer than typi-
cal construction schedule allowed 
sufficient time for multiple herbicide 
treatments to ensure successful re-
vegetation.
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mately $1.4 million.
The final project, once all phases are 

complete, will provide recreational trail us-
ers an opportunity to view wildlife, includ-

ing a new bird rookery island in the basin; 
paddlers will have access to view habitats 
from the water; anglers will benefit from 
the improved fish nursery habitat of the 

seagrasses and mangroves; and Tampa Bay 
residents (including fish and wildlife) will 
have a rare gem of a coastal habitat to enjoy 
for generations.

(Virtually) No funding? No problem!
With limited funding to execute this 

project, the Manatee County team was re-
sourceful in finding creative funding sourc-
es to develop a financing plan. Phase 1 was 
funded by the Southwest Florida Water 
Management District’s Surface Water Im-
provement and Management (SWIM) pro-
gram, which focuses on water quality and 
habitat restoration projects. Unfortunately, 
due to program changes, the original com-
mitment of the Water Management Dis-
trict, $1.6 million, was reduced to only 
$300,000, so additional funding was essen-
tial if the project was to mirror  the original 
vision.  Other financial support came from 
enterprise utility funds for the use of re-
moved soils to assist with the construction 
of a public works project. The County also 
dedicated advance funds in anticipation of 
mitigation needs from other planned pub-
lic infrastructure improvements. The idea is 
to pay to build Perico so that if the County, 
the Florida Department of Transporta-

Hydrodynamic models verified the design would optimize tidal circulation without 
causing erosion or shoaling.
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tion, or another government agency needs 
mitigation for seagrass impacts in the fu-
ture, that agency could modify the permit 
to capture the ecological function gains of 
Perico’s created seagrass habitat and use 
it as mitigation. By building the mitiga-
tion prior to any future impacts, the loss 
of value to the offset habitat while waiting 
for the seagrass to grow (called “temporal 
loss”) is avoided. This is preferable to con-
structing mitigation at the same time, as 
an applicant would have to build far more 
mitigation than the area impacted—and 
when we are talking submerged lands, 
they are rare and not easy to come by! 
 However, funding remained an on-

going challenge throughout the various 
phases of the project; multiple sources were 
needed to secure a successful end result. 
In addition to the regional surface water 
improvement grants and additional mon-
ey for mitigation for offsite projects, the 
County also asked for interdepartmental 
County cooperation on cost sharing. All of 
these efforts contributed to the success of 
this project, and the creative, innovative, 
determined spirit of Manatee County staff 
truly ensured the project’s successful imple-
mentation.

Waste Not Want Not…
As Phase 2 began, the County first 

needed to remove approximately 150,000 
cubic yards of fill to create the 16.4-acre 
planned seagrass mitigation area. The team 
found a creative use for these removed soils 
as the fill material on a nearby wastewater 
treatment plant improvement project, re-
sulting in significant cost savings.

Before excavation of the basin began, 
the contractor was required to develop 
a plan to minimize nuisances to adjacent 
homes and their residents, such as noisy 
and dusty excavation processes, or vibra-
tion from hauling activities impacting 
nearby structures. The plan avoided these 
problems by moving the hauling route 
away from neighboring structures, limit-
ing the use of certain equipment, specify-
ing dust screening, and requiring the con-
tractor to perform vibration monitoring 
to protect adjacent residential properties. 
The team then focused on communicating 
this plan to residents to ensure buy-in and 
demonstrate the County’s commitment to 
protecting its neighborhoods, and the pub-
lic responded positively. 

Verifiable Evidence of Success
Unique to this project is the high plant 

diversity that has already been realized. 
Traditionally, restoration projects include a 
handful of plants, allowing additional spe-
cies to colonize over time, which may or 
may not occur. However, this project speci-
fied more than 100 species of plants for 
the coastal scrub and hammock habitats;  
therefore, a  greater long-term investment 
in planning and biological expertise was re-
quired in the selection of installed species. 
This high plant diversification was intend-
ed to recreate a regionally rare native coast-
al scrub habitat more quickly and with a 
lower risk of failure. To make this possible, 
the County specified that seeds be collected 
on native uplands, with some of the collec-
tions on County-owned lands.  And, so far, 
it’s working - the installed plants are not 
only surviving, but thriving, and recoloniz-
ing the created dunes and hammocks at an 
impressive rate.

In addition to requiring plant diversi-
ty, the team paid special attention to plant 
quality and installation, which could mean 
the difference between a thriving and fail-
ing plant. Because wind and runoff erosion 
on the dunes was a problem from the out-
set, the team used pine straw and Muhly 
grass cuttings to help control erosion. The 
pine straw worked due to its weight and, 

Plant and seed selection and quality control of installation was a critical factor for 
success. 
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therefore, wasn’t washed away. The Muhly 
grass cuttings (a great reuse of waste mate-
rial) placed on top of the soil minimized 
erosion by diffusing runoff. Further, both 
selections covered the soil, which protect it 
from possible wind erosion. 

Also, the team noted when supple-
mental watering would be required, or 
potential flooded conditions could occur. 
Finally, timing was critical. The team stud-
ied published literature on similar restora-
tions to determine when to treat the soil 
and how long to wait between treatments 
and seeding. This approach, despite requir-
ing a longer construction schedule, allowed 

for sufficient time for multiple treatments 
and ensured successful revegetation efforts.

Finally, the design of the seagrass basin 
required environmental science expertise 
from consultant Stantec’s ecologists and 
engineers and the hydrodynamic model-

ing expertise of the coastal planning and 
engineering group of CB&I. To ensure 
that the seagrass basin would provide an 
optimal habitat for seagrass establishment, 
ecologists created conditions that mim-
icked those of the adjacent Perico Bayou, 

One hundred fifty thousand cubic yards of fill were excavated to create the 16.4 
acre seagrass basin.
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Because wind and 
runoff erosion on the 
dunes was a problem 
from the outset, the 

team used pine straw 
and Muhly grass cut-
tings to help control 

erosion. 
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while engineers designed the grading and 
materials to minimize risks of erosion and 
shoaling. Hydrodynamic modeling ex-

perts tested the design using sophisticated 
three-dimensional modeling software and 
enormous data sets to verify that the wa-
ter quality within the basin will meet both 
state water quality standards and be con-
ducive to seagrass establishment, as well as 
optimize tidal circulation without causing 
erosion or shoaling that could degrade ex-
isting submerged habitats.

Community Comes Together
The community, various non-profit 

organizations, and volunteers have helped 
to make Perico Preserve a great local success 
story. Volunteer plantings have been ongo-
ing since 2012, with many of the plants 
donated by various organizations. The Bay 
Guardians from the Sarasota Bay Estuary 
Program have been essential to the volun-
teering efforts at Perico, and they are the 
largest and most active volunteer organiza-
tion in the region focused on the welfare 
of Sarasota Bay. The Tampa Bay Estuary 
Program’s “Give a Day for the Bay” has also 
been essential to Perico’s rehabilitation. 
Over the past four years, volunteers have 
planted tens of thousands of native seeds 
and plants at Perico, including 90+ planted 

species and 700+ pounds of native seed. 
From the volunteer efforts, to the 

team’s forethought in spending significant 
time and resources at the planning stage, 
all factors came together to create Perico’s 
success. The Florida Planning and Zoning 
Association agreed that Perico was a winner 
– they presented the Manatee County Nat-
ural Resources Department an Outstand-
ing Sustainable Project Award in 2013. The 
client was able to successfully maneuver 
the project challenges and create a coastal 
showpiece in the Suncoast that will be 
thriving for decades to come. L&W

by Michael A. G. Burton, CEP

For more information, contact Mike 
Burton, Principal at Stante, at Email: mike.
burton@stantec.com.The Rookery at Perico specified more 

than 100 species of plants for coastal 
scrub and hammock habitats. 
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