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A Place Worth Saving

Florida is like no other place in the world. Take a walk among cabbage palms 
or ancient live oaks, stroll along a white sandy beach, swim in a crystal-clear 
spring, paddle through a mangrove forest in a subtropical estuary, or float 
over an underwater rainforest; it is a unique product of geology and climate 
that has produced a rare combination of ecosystems that host great biodi-
versity of life. It is the only place in the United States where temperate and 
subtropical climate compete for dominance in the same place. A perfect day 
might include sunrise on the Atlantic Ocean followed by a spectacular sunset 
over the Gulf of Mexico.
 The Florida peninsula is a familiar geographical feature of North America. 
It extends southward 450 miles from the mouth of the St. Marys River to the 
Florida Keys, and juts down toward the Caribbean from North America like 
a thumb pointing south. The peninsula itself is defined by the Gulf Stream, 
a visible flow of warm ocean current that emerges from the Gulf of Mexico, 
passes through the Florida Straits, and flows north along the Atlantic Coast 
on its way to northern Europe. Along southeast Florida, the Gulf Stream hugs 
the coastline and gives it a tropical feel.
 Florida has 1,300 miles of coast but over 2,000 miles of actual shoreline, 
second only to Alaska, and the only state with beaches on both the Atlantic 
and Gulf of Mexico. It has 7,700 lakes and more than 10,000 of miles of riv-
ers and streams. It has more first magnitude springs than any other place on 
the planet, and smaller springs are still being discovered. It is the youngest 
landform in North America, as its coastline emerged only in the last 10,000 
years. Indeed, recent archaeology reveals that humans first walked onto the 
peninsula as early as 14,500 years ago, when it was twice the size as now, and 
it has been shrinking ever since.1 A century from now much of its fabled 
beaches may yet be under water.2 Florida is also unusual because it is not a 
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desert. Take out a globe and put your finger on Florida and spin it, and you 
will see the great deserts of the world at the same latitude. Florida is different 
because it is a land defined by water.
 South Florida is dominated by the Everglades, the largest wetland ecosys-
tem in North America. “There are no other Everglades in the world,” declared 
its bard, Marjory Stoneman Douglas.3 It also includes the Florida Keys, an 
archipelago that extends south toward Cuba, containing tropical hardwood 
hammocks and surrounded by the third-largest coral reef ecosystem in the 
world.
 To the north of the Everglades are the tabletop flat lands of Central Florida, 
which are a transition between the subtropics and temperate climatic zones. 
Some of these prairies resemble something more akin to Africa than North 
America. Running north to south in the center of the peninsula is the Lake 
Wales Ridge, the spine of Florida, whose highest elevation is nearly 300 feet. 
The Lake Wales Ridge, along with several other ridges, first emerged from 
the oceans two million years ago and contains some of the rarest plant life 
in America. The ridge also serves as a drainage divide that diverts the flow 
of waters into either the Gulf or Atlantic. To the north and west along the 
Florida Panhandle are the rolling hills, pinelands, and live oaks edging to-
ward the more temperate regions to the north.
 Florida’s coast includes world-famous white sandy beaches as well as beau-
tiful estuaries. Beaches along the Gulf Coast are known for their white sugar 
sand, and some are annually listed among the world’s best. In the Panhandle 
is a place locally known as Topsail Hill, where the white dunes are so tall and 
steep that ships on the horizon assumed they saw the sails of other distant 
ships. Beaches along the Atlantic Coast are both flat as well as rocky with 
outcroppings made from shell called coquina, and limestone from the At-
lantic Coastal Ridge. The estuaries along the coast mix freshwater from the 
interior with saltwater from the sea. One of these estuaries, the Indian River 
Lagoon, extends 150 miles along the east coast, between the mainland and 
several barrier islands, and is considered the most biologically diverse on the 
continent. Other estuaries such as Tampa Bay, Rookery Bay, and Estero Bay 
are places where blue-green waters provide habitat for a range of fisheries and 
birdlife. Apalachicola Bay is different from other Florida estuaries, as it is a 
mixing zone where waters that begin in the Blue Ridge Mountains flow into 
the waters of the Gulf.
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 Prior to statehood, a mosaic of 20 million acres of wetlands covered Flor-
ida. Today, Florida has lost more wetlands than any other state, as nearly 
half have been ditched or drained or filled.4 Wetlands are of critical impor-
tance as they provide diverse habitat for range of amphibians, reptiles, and 
wading birds. They also provide natural flood storage and serve as a natural 
buffer against the impacts from hurricanes. Perhaps more important is that 
wetlands act as a kidney and clean impurities and pollutants from our wa-
ters. The Everglades has global significance as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site, International Biosphere Preserve, and Ramsar Wetlands of International 
Importance.
 Florida has over 1,000 known springs with twenty-seven classified by the 
US Geological Survey as first magnitude, meaning they discharge more than 
100 cubic feet per second. No other place in the world can compare. The 
peninsula’s geologic basement is not solid rock, but limestone compressed 
from the skeletal remains of ancient marine life. It frames a cavernous under-
ground with cavities that hold trillions of gallons of freshwater. In places the 
ceilings of some of these limestone caverns collapse, and the pressure from 
below forces the clear cold water to the surface. Archaeologists tell us that the 
earliest humans were attracted to these permanent freshwater places from the 
start. These sacred places to native people remain special places today.
 The dynamic forces of fire and water continue to define Florida. The Gulf 
of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean shape the peninsula, and a mosaic of estuaries 
and wetland systems together with rivers, lakes, and springs dominate the 
interior landscape. Thousands of miles of rivers meander through the often-
flat landscape of the peninsula. The more than fifty inches of rain received 
each year adds to the volume of surface water and recharges aquifers below. 
Lightning generated by powerful summer storms adds essential fire to the 
mix that is vital to the biodiversity of the peninsula.
 This juxtaposition of land and sea at these latitudes provides a foundation 
for unique ecosystems and biodiversity of life. The peninsula was once cov-
ered in a mat of vegetation that ranged from mangrove forests and cypress 
swamps in the subtropical south to ancient live oaks, longleaf pines, and sabal 
palms and palmettos in the more temperate north. The mosaic of swamps, 
marshes, hammocks, scrub, and upland forests supports a wide range of wild-
life. Over 170 species of reptiles and amphibians inhabit the land, while 220 
native freshwater fish swim below. Marine sea turtles spend a lifetime at sea 
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but come ashore on Florida beaches to lay their eggs in nearly the same spot 
where they hatched. Some 425 bird species command the skies, roughly half 
of all the birdlife in the country. Many shorebirds occupy migratory lanes 
that connect the arctic with tropics. Birds such as the swallow-tailed kite live 
much of the year in the far reaches of Amazonia, only to return to Florida 
pinelands to nest.
 The arrival of Europeans began systematic change across the peninsula. 
Juan Ponce de Leon first encountered the peninsula in 1513, during the pasca 
de florida, the Catholic Eastertime feast of flowers. Though the name Florida 
stuck, for many decades early maps labeled it terra incognita. The first de-
scriptions of the peninsula depicted it as a wilderness, devoid of any obvi-
ous riches. For the next two centuries Spain considered it a mere backwater. 
Florida became a pawn for colonial powers, and Great Britain controlled it 
for twenty years before trading it back to Spain. But early naturalists, artists, 
and writers saw it as a paradise, an Eden, or Elysium. Later promoters en-
hanced the vision of paradise to lure tourists and new residents into the state.
 Florida remained a backwater when acquired from Spain in 1819 and when 
admitted to the union in 1845. Unlike many western states where the federal 
government controls large amounts of undeveloped land, Florida received 
much of its land up front. In addition to the millions of acres beneath navi-
gable waters known as sovereignty lands, Congress passed the Swamp Land 
Act of 1850, which conveyed 20 million acres of wetlands (called swamp and 
overflow lands) to the state to sell for internal improvement.
 Florida saw little change to its natural environment until after the Civil 
War. Mark Derr, in Some Kind of Paradise, chronicles the major events that 
significantly stressed and altered the Florida environment.5 Through its Trust-
ees of the Internal Improvement Trust fund, the state sold for a bargain or 
gave away millions of acres to speculators, railroads, agriculture interests, and 
developers. The biggest sale was the largest real estate deal at its time in the 
history of the United States. In 1881, northern industrialist Hamilton Disston 
purchased four million acres from the Trustees for 25 cents per acre. Under 
the contract he agreed to straighten and deepen the Kissimmee River to Lake 
Okeechobee and dig a canal to connect the lake to the Caloosahatchee River 
and thus drain the interior of the peninsula into the Gulf. The actions forever 
changed the drainage of South Florida and the Everglades and set the stage 
for other changes to come.
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 In the same year, railroad baron Henry Flagler took an interest in the At-
lantic Coast of Florida. He and his wife spent a portion of that winter in St. 
Augustine and found no accommodation worthy of them or their wealthy 
friends. Flagler spared no expense to construct the luxurious Ponce de Leon 
Hotel in downtown St. Augustine, but the next issue was how to get his New 
York friends to travel to this remote spot. To satisfy this problem, he con-
structed a railroad line from Jacksonville to St. Augustine. The success of this 
project caused him to construct a second St. Augustine hotel, the Alcazar, 
and then extend the rail line to a new town he named West Palm Beach. The 
success of the Breakers and the Royal Poinciana Hotels in Palm Beach led 
him to an even bolder vision. Flagler decided to extend the rail line to Miami 
and then ultimately to Key West, a herculean feat completed in 1912, shortly 
before his death.
 During this same era, Henry Plant extended his railroad from Jacksonville 
to Tampa and ultimately Clearwater, with hotels along the way. His project 
opened many areas to development from Sanford to Orlando and Tampa. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, the state of Florida had sold or given away 
as much as 19 million acres of land for railroads, canals, and other private 
interests.6

 These ambitious infrastructure projects did much to alter the natural state 
of Florida. Over the following decades and through the 1920s, Florida en-
dured its first growth spurt, leading to changes in hydrology and deforesta-
tion of much of the peninsula. Hardwood tropical forests in South Florida 
and the keys were hardest hit. All the mahogany in South Florida was har-
vested before the turn of the century, and nearly all of the longleaf or “heart 
pine” that dominated the interior was converted into housing.7 This era also 
had a significant impact on wildlife. Before the turn of the twentieth century, 
the slaughter of wading birds by plume hunters pushed birds to the edge of 
extinction.8

 After World War II Florida’s population rode a growth wave that has not 
ended. The construction of more railroads and airports and interstate high-
ways and the invention of air conditioning and mosquito control made the 
state habitable year-round. From 1945 to 2000 the population of the state 
quadrupled, and Florida became the fastest-growing state in the country. 
The 2020 census showed Florida as the third-largest state behind only Cali-
fornia and Texas. Though the population dipped slightly during the Great 
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Recession of 2008, Florida’s population in 2021 advances at a rate of 1,000 
people per day.
 More than 20 million residents and over 100 million annual visitors have 
taken a significant toll on the environment. Nearly all of Florida’s surface 
waters are deemed impaired by either too many nutrients or heavy metals 
such as mercury. Much of Florida’s drinking water from underground aqui-
fers has been impacted by saltwater intrusion. Over the last five years many 
of Florida’s lakes, rivers, estuaries, and springs have exhibited significant algae 
blooms because of nutrient loading. During a few times in the 2010s Florida 
governors declared a state of emergency due to algal blooms and a particu-
larly toxic form called red tide.
 All of this has taken its toll of Florida wildlife. A dozen species of native 
wildlife have become extinct, the most recent of which was the dusky seaside 
sparrow, done in by mosquito control in 1987.9 Others have teetered on the 
verge of extinction, with over 100 species listed as either endangered, threat-
ened, or imperiled.10 In 2021, over 1,100 West Indian manatees died from star-
vation because of declines in seagrass due to nutrient pollution.11 Everglades 
kite populations dropped precipitously as the water levels of the Everglades 
ecosystem changed. The Florida grasshopper sparrow remains in critical con-
dition with less than 100 birds remaining, victim also to the change in hydrol-
ogy of the area north of Lake Okeechobee.
 On the other hand, protection of the environment continues to be one of 
the values that unites Floridians. Voters have approved multiple bond issues 
to acquire lands for conservation. Programs such as Preservation 2000 and 
Florida Forever have protected in perpetuity 2.6 million acres of environ-
mentally sensitive lands. If that isn’t enough, the restoration of the Kissim-
mee River and Everglades, begun in the late twentieth century, represents a 
new chapter in environmental protection. The Comprehensive Everglades 
Restoration Plan is forecast to be a $16 billion public works project, the larg-
est environmental restoration project in the world. Joe Podgor, who founded 
Friends of the Everglades with Marjory Stoneman Douglas, said it best: “The 
Everglades is a test. If we pass, we get to keep the planet.”12

 The story of greed and short-term profit that decimated much of Florida’s 
natural wonder has been told many times. It is the stuff of legend that the state 
sold millions of acres of wetlands, and tens of thousands of acres of swamp-
land were converted into development. But the story of conservation is not 


