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P resident & C EO   
R ob M oher

B oard C hair 
John W alter

Just over a year ago, our 
community was impacted by 
the worst natural disaster in its 
history. As long predicted, the 
eff ects of a changing climate 
on our region’s well-being 
is being tested through the 
presence of more intense and 
rapidly intensifying hurricanes, 
unpredictable patt erns of weather, 
increased localized fl ooding and 
intensifying heat.    

The role of nature to help miti gate 
the worst of these eff ects was 
apparent once again following 
Hurricane Ian, as it had also 
been with  Hurricane Irma. The 
presence of open, natural lands 
that can absorb fl ood waters 
helped our community. The large 
swaths of mangroves that enrich 

our Paradise Coast once again 
miti gated storm surge, protected 
homes and communiti es adjacent 
to these forests and protected 
nati ve fi sh and bird species from 
the worst impacts of the storm. 
Dune systems, though damaged 
in many locati ons, did withstand 
the worst brunt of the storm and 
protected our coastline from 
this historic surge. These storms 
remind us once again of the 
immeasurable value of investi ng 
in, restoring and protecti ng our 
natural environment. 

The Conservancy has increasingly 
engaged in research into the 
matt er of a changing climate and 
the need for our community to 
protect our natural environment 
as one of the key strategies 
to sustain our community, our 
economy and our treasured 
way of life.  

As board chair, I am proud of 
the ability of the Conservancy 
to lead on the most challenging 
of issues with strong science, 
solid policy and meaningful 
educati onal endeavors. 

Sustainability also means investi ng 
in the people at the Conservancy 
who are so committ ed to pursuing 
our mission on a daily basis. Not 
only must we retain the best 
and the brightest staff , but we 
must also conti nue to att ract and 
celebrate our volunteers. 
We must engage the next 
generati on of environmentalists 
through our intern program.     

Your support has allowed your 
Conservancy to respond to the 
needs of protecti ng nature, of 
being nature’s advocate and 
helping our community recover 
in the past year. With a recently 
reconfi rmed 4-star Charity 
Navigator rati ng, and a Gold 
GuideStar rati ng – among the 
highest in the country – you can 
be assured that your investment 
in the Conservancy’s mission is 
deeply appreciated and 
well stewarded. 

With grati tude,

John Walter
Chair of the Board

This year’s Compass Report 
displays a compelling set of 
accomplishments powered 
by two unstoppable forces – 
our passionate teams of staff , 
volunteers and interns, and you, 
our equally determined and 
generous supporters.    

As we prepare to embark on 
our 60th year of service to our 
community, one thing remains 
abundantly consistent and clear: 
protecti ng our water, land and 
wildlife is the only way we can 
sustain our future quality of life 
here on the Paradise Coast.   

The Conservancy has always 
invested in science-based 
policy work, common sense 
conservati on initi ati ves and 
soluti ons-oriented mission 
work. We have met the current 
challenges of the day, while 
also playing the long game 
of investi ng in educati on and 
sustainability planning. The 
Conservancy is willing to stand 
for what we believe in, when the 
mission of protecti ng our region’s 
natural resources requires it – 
even if it poses signifi cant risks.    

The stories of the achievements 
in this report are a refl ecti on of 
this tenacity, but also our interest 
in being creati ve and innovati ve 
in the pursuit of our mission 
work. It is a look into the eff orts 
of our unique and talented team 
members, who day in and day 
out, overcome small and large 
challenges to protect water 
resources, sustain habitat for

endangered species, care for 
and rehabilitate nati ve wildlife 
and seek to engage students, 
residents and the broader public 
in the need for protecti ng nature. 
When we protect nature, nature 
protects us. 

Sincerely,

Rob Moher

President & CEO

NOTE FROM CHAIR  
PRESIDENT’S UPDATE
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T H E  F U T U R Egrowing T H E  F U T U R E

We offer a broad range of internships, 
including environmental education, 
science exploration, sea turtle research, 
Burmese python research and wildlife 
rehab in the von Arx Wildlife Hospital. 
Each year, around 30 interns venture their 
way to Southwest Florida to work directly 
with one of our departments and live on 
campus in our dormitory.  

The new Environmental Studies Dormitory 
allows our internship program to grow 
by 20%. “As we compete for regional, 
national and global talent for conservation 
interns, this wonderful new facility 
puts the Conservancy on the cutting 
edge to be competitive in attracting 
the best candidates,” Rob Moher, 
Conservancy president and CEO.   

The dormitory features sustainability 
including all LED lighti ng, highly energy 
effi  cient design, extensive day lighti ng, 

electric vehicle charging stati ons, 
and solar panels. In additi on, each window 
showcases a “bird-strike preventi on” design 
due to the fact that millions of birds die 
each year from fl ying into windows.   

Among the excitement of growth and 
expansion, we said goodbye to a piece of 
the Conservancy’s story. In October 2023, 
the demoliti on of the Blair Dormitory began, 
closing the door on its 35 years of housing 
history. The Blair Dormitory had been a 
home away from home for the esti mated 
875 interns from all over the country who 
worked directly with our four programmati c 
departments. The building also provided 
offi  ces for the educati on department for 
many years.  The demoliti on of this building 
has provided our campus with additi onal 
green space. As we look back fondly on the 
memories of the Blair Dormitory, we move 
forward with enthusiasm and momentum for 
all that is to come. 

In late February, w e celebrated  the opening  of our E nvironm ental 

S tudies D orm itory, donated  by Jeannie M eg  and  C hristopher B yron 

S m ith w ith support from  friends of the C onservancy.
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E N V I R O N M E N TA L E D U C AT I O N     

LA B  
Field Trips  

Our Learning Adventures Bus (LAB) programs 
bring hands-on science learning to schools that 
otherwise cannot travel to the Conservancy 
for an on-campus fi eld trip. In January, we 
launched two new programs for third and 
seventh graders about harmful algal blooms. 
The LAB provides fun STEM acti viti es that 
are accessible to Collier County students 
and beyond.    

Total 

programs37 Total 

students736

Final summer SLAM numbers: 

S um m er S LA M
by the num bers

Summer SLAM (Summer Learning 
Adventure Modules), supported 
by Naples Children & Educati on 
Foundati on (NCEF) grant funding, 
is a dynamic two-part program that 
combines the Learning Adventures 
Bus (LAB) and our Nature Center. 
With 37 total programs, Summer 
SLAM reached more than 700 
students this summer.  

From the new interacti ve sea turtle 
nesti ng game on the LAB’s touch table 
to a mock sea turtle nest excavati on, 
campers had the chance to immerse 
themselves as future fi eld scienti sts. 
They were also invited to our campus 
for a tour and other learning acti viti es. 
As an added bonus, campers received 
a take home science kit.   

conservancy.org/educati on

C onservation cruises to 
C ollier cam ps for the sum m er

2,120 
parti cipants for 
LAB community 
events

1,400 parti cipants 
for fairs, festi vals 
and community 
events   

LAB reached 
4,000 people at 

community events 
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SU R VIVO R S  

The seventh-grade fi eld trip, 
SURVIVORS, reached 444 students 
despite Hurricane Ian’s disrupti on to 
our boat schedule. In collaborati on 
with Rookery Bay Nati onal Estuarine 
Research Reserve, we invited fi ve 
local middle schools on our pontoon, 
Good Fortune II, for a hands-on 
experience to test and research 
water quality. The two-part fi eld trip 
also included the Rookery Bay fi eld 
stati on and their staff  members who 
taught students how to examine 
shark movements based on salinity 
tolerances.   

Program funded by: Brooks and Joan 
Fortune Family Foundati on 

E N V I R O N M E N TA L E D U C AT I O N     

W atery W onders 

Watery Wonders is one of our long running on-campus fi eld 
trips in partnership with Collier County Public Schools. At our 
Nature Center, the students explored our Shotwell Wavering 
Filter Marsh, analyzed water quality, collected and identi fi ed a 
variety of invertebrates and fi sh, explored our nature trails and 
met a resident gator up close. The program reached 525 third-
grade students this year.  

STEM programs funded by: Aileen 
S. Andrew Foundati on, Arthrex 
Charitable Giving Program, Glenn 
W. Bailey Foundati on, Minnesota 
Twins Community Fund, Richard 
M. Schulze Family Foundati on, 
Stranahan Foundati on, The Van 
Ott erloo Family Foundati on

amount of students
reached in Collier
and Lee counties525

conservancy.org/educati on
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Aft er Hurricane Ian impacted Southwest Florida, an unexpected positi ve outcome 
emerged. Following the storm, the Conservancy’s von Arx Wildlife Hospital reported 
fewer admissions of injured pelicans. 

This change can be linked to the damage to the Naples Pier, a popular fi shing spot in 
Collier County. With its temporary closure, there were fewer fi shing hooks and lines, 
reducing hazards for pelicans and other birds. 

The data suggests a connecti on between decreased fi shing acti vity and the lower 
number of pelican injuries.

Pier closure impact
Pelican admissions drop significantly after Hurricane Ian.

W I L D L I F E R E H A B I L I TAT I O N     conservancy.org/wildlife

71

152

169

H istorical data points from  the w ildlife 
hospital indicate a distinct trend.   

O ct. 1, 2020 - 

S ept. 30, 2021

O ct. 1, 2021 - 

S ept. 30, 2022

O ct. 1, 2022 -

A ug. 24, 2023*

Joanna Fitzgerald, director of the von Arx Wildlife Hospital, shared 
her thoughts on the broader implicati ons of the hurricane’s aft ermath. 
“It was heartbreaking to witness not just the destructi on of the 
Naples Pier, but the widespread devastati on throughout Southwest 
Florida. However, in the wake of such destructi on, we noti ced a 
drop in pelicans with fi shing hook and line injuries. That gave a small 
comfort for this team that is very dedicated to wildlife care.”  

Now, while the community conti nues to grapple with rebuilding 
and refl ecti ng on the hurricane’s aft ermath, there’s a heightened 
awareness about the delicate balance between urban structures 
and the surrounding ecosystem.   

As a stakeholder at several meeti ngs conducted by the Florida 
Fish and Wildlife Conservati on Commission, the Conservancy 
of Southwest Florida, in collaborati on with other environmental 
groups, conti nued to advocate for ti ghter regulati ons on 
fi shing bridges, notably at the Skyway Fishing Pier State Park. 
Collaborati on conti nues with eff orts to increase pelican protecti on 
and angler educati on requirements at the Gulf Pier at Ft. De Soto 
State Park. This acti on addresses concerns over birds frequently 
harmed by intense fi shing acti viti es at fi shing piers statewide. 
Our combined eff orts highlight the importance of protecti ng local 
habitats and ensuring safe recreati onal acti viti es across Florida’s 
key locati ons. 

injured pelicans 
admitted

The Conservancy’s von Arx Wildlife Hospital 
has witnessed a significant decrease in the 
admissions of injured pelicans.

* HURRICANE IAN AND THE DAMAGE TO THE PIER IN LATE 2022
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W I L D L I F E R E H A B I L I TAT I O N     

C om passion in the C om m unity   

M arco W ildlife R escues 

Hospital staff  provided conti nued educati on 
and outreach eff orts in various forms:  

 Joanna Fitzgerald conducted wildlife rescue 
training for residents in Bonita Bay. This 
is the fi rst ti me working directly with a 
community to train residents on wildlife 
rescue and serves as a model for future 
training opportuniti es in gated communiti es 
throughout Collier and Lee counti es. 

 The teams presented a Rookery Bay 
ecotour training series to teach and 
train ecotour operators about proper 
wildlife rescue techniques and increase 
environmental ethics. 

 Staff  shared comments at multi ple Naples 
City Council meeti ngs regarding the Naples 
Pier design to ensure pelican protecti on 
and rescue requirements are considered 
in the rebuild. There are opportuniti es for 
conti nued input to make the pier more user 
friendly for the public and for the rescue of 
pelicans. 

 Joanna Fitzgerald presented informati on and 
data to the Beach and Coastal Resources 
Advisory Committ ee on Marco Island 
regarding burrowing owl mortality due to 
second generati on anti coagulants. The goal 
is to educate and increase awareness of the 
dire consequences of SGARs and change 
rodenti cides used on the island. 

Wildlife rescues just got a litt le easier 
on Marco Island  

Britt any Piersma, fi eld biologist at Audubon 
Western Everglades, has done tremendous work 
for the nati ve wildlife in Southwest Florida and 
for the von Arx Wildlife Hospital. Observing the 
public’s need for tools and comfort when assisti ng 
an animal, Piersma created rescue stati ons at 
several locati ons in Collier County. 

Now, if someone fi nds an injured animal, they can 
use the net and towels to rescue and contain it in 
the crate provided. Piersma provides her contact 
informati on to assist with the rescue if needed 
and ensure the animal is transported to the 
Conservancy. Piersma has our thanks as she has 
gone above and beyond to aid the Conservancy 
in our mission.   

Gopher tortoise admissions increased by 70% in the three months 
aft er Hurricane Ian compared to the same ti meframe in previous 
years. Rehabilitati on eff orts and care required by staff  and 
volunteers for this threatened species were staggering. Tortoise 
populati ons where fl ooding occurred from Hurricane Ian (coastal 
and near-coastal areas) were decimated.  

Gopher tortoises across the state are being displaced and relocated 
due to conti nued habitat loss from development. Residents with 
tortoises on their property can help protect this threatened species 
by making their yards gopher tortoise friendly. This includes planti ng 
species of plants that gopher tortoises forage on and ensuring dogs 
don’t interact with tortoises or their burrows.  

Year in Review
Over the past year, the von Arx Wildlife Hospital has seen 
3,594 animals.  

10% 32% 58%
REPTILES MAMMALS BIRDS

conservancy.org/wildlife
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A nnual W ildlife H ospital 

B aby S how er  

A fter H urricane Ian

The annual Wildlife Hospital Baby 
Shower kicked off  in June in support 
of injured, sick and orphaned nati ve 
baby animals during the breeding 
season. During the month-long 
event, donati ons were accepted 
from the Wildlife Hospital Amazon 
Wish List, including items such as 
paper towels, soaps, writi ng utensils 
and more that allow the hospital to 
provide the best care possible. The 
event wrapped up with a family-
friendly day at Ankrolab Brewing 
Co. on June 17, which featured 
a specialty beer benefi ti ng the 
Conservancy. In total, hundreds of 
wish list items and cash donati ons 
were accepted to aid our hospital 
teams in working more effi  ciently to 
support nati ve wildlife. 

Hurricane Ian caused damage to numerous 
wildlife faciliti es. Our von Arx Hospital 
staff  immediately stepped in to support 
our neighbors. Over 300 animals were 
transferred to us from other centers, 
including these 15 chimney swift s. We 
conti nue to help CROW on Sanibel Island 
and Peace River Wildlife Center.  

R escue, rehab, release    

At the von Arx Wildlife Hospital, we support our pati ents 
through their journey of rescue, rehab and release.  

W I L D L I F E R E H A B I L I TAT I O N     conservancy.org/wildlife

Armadillo hit by a car 
receiving wound care.

4 eastern screech owls renested 
a� er their nest tree was cut down  

Orphaned otter 
being hand fed.

Osprey juvenile pairs with adult 
osprey during rehab for comfort.

Peninsula cooter covered 
in barnacles.

Great horned owl nestlings 
renested a� er falling out of tree.  
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Ten years of 
B urm ese python 
research and 
removal eff orts 
Nati ve to Southeast Asia, hundreds of 
thousands of pythons were brought to 
Florida through the pet trade in the 1970s. 
Pythons have since become an established 
apex predator across the Greater Everglades 
Ecosystem and are thought to be responsible 
for a 90 percent decline in nati ve mammal 
populati ons.   

To keep this invasive species from multi plying and to protect 
nati ve wildlife populati ons, the Conservancy began its 
python research and removal eff orts in 2013. In the decade 
since, the team has eliminated over 1,100 invasive snakes 
weighing in excess of 31,500 pounds from 160 square miles 
of public and private land in southwestern Florida.  

Using radio transmitt ers implanted in male “scout” 
snakes, the research program aims to understand python 
movements, breeding behaviors and habitat use. Scout 
snakes can lead biologists to elusive reproducti ve females, 
allowing researchers to remove them and their developing 
eggs from the wild.  

 “These eff orts are signifi cant in fulfi lling our mission of 
protecti ng Southwest Florida’s unique natural environment 
and quality of life by reducing the overall impact on our 
nati ve wildlife populati ons,” said Rob Moher, president and 
CEO of the Conservancy.  

Recognizing the importance of this research and removal, 
people around the world have engaged with a spectrum 
of media coverage on the team’s eff orts. In the past 
three years, there has been over 20 billion views of the 
Conservancy’s python media coverage and features 
recognizing the Conservancy’s python research and 
removal eff orts.  

E N V I R O N M E N TA L
S C I E N C E  &  R E S E A R C H      

* From City of Naples south 
of I-75 and west of SR-29

1,197 31,572 160BURMESE PYTHONS
REMOVED SQ. MILES*

NUMBER OF 
POUNDS 

OF PYTHON
 REMOVED

RESEARCH & 
REMOVAL AREA

 (OR STUDY AREA)

conservancy.org/science

Program funded by Naples Zoo Conservati on Fund, Fish & 
Wildlife Foundati on of Florida, United States Geological Survey, 
South Florida Water Management District, Private Philanthropy 
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E N V I R O N M E N TA L
S C I E N C E  &  R E S E A R C H      

P ython synthesis 
publication   

During the 10 years of Burmese python 
research and removal, the team has published 
18 scienti fi c arti cles across a wide-range of 
peer reviewed journals. One in parti cular 
has been a major feat and success. The most 
recent scienti fi c journal, Burmese pythons in 

Florida: A synthesis of biology, impacts, and 

management tools, published by NeoBiota, is 
full of relevant and useful informati on on the 
Burmese python and puts the vast majority of 
what is known to date under one publicati on.  

This was many years in the making and 
our contributi ons, made by Environmental 
Science Coordinator, Ian A. Bartoszek and 
Biologist, Ian Easterling, were incorporated 
and cited extensively. Burmese pythons have 
negati vely impacted Florida’s ecosystem 
and nati ve wildlife. The Conservancy is 
researching every day for new and improved 
ways to manage this invasive species across 
Southwest Florida.

Mangrove Rivulus, a fish
species indicative of a healthy 
mangrove ecosystem.

Fish survey 
in m angroves

The Conservancy has been monitoring the 
restorati on of mangrove die-off  areas on Marco 
Island since 2012 by comparing pre and post 
mangrove re-establishment. Data sets are used 
to evaluate restorati on success (if any) and can 
be subsequently used to adapti vely manage 

the restorati on moving 
forward. The aquati c 
faunal component of 
the study assesses 
species richness and 
abundance over ti me 
based upon the total 
number of individuals. 
Aquati c faunal 
compositi on is oft en 
used as an indicator to 
evaluate the health of 
the mangrove system.

Fairw ay feasts: 
C ane toads 
consum ing 
urban pests   

As the project concludes aft er three 
years of research, Conservancy 
biologists Melinda Schuman and Dr. 
Jeff  Schmid, along with Conservancy 
volunteers Susan Snyder and Copley 
Smoak, have submitt ed their findings 
on the diet of cane toads in Southwest 
Florida golf course communiti es to the 
online scienti fi c journal “Animals.”    

Their arti cle was part of a special issue 
highlighti ng the eff ects of urbanizati on 
on herpetofauna (amphibians and 
repti les). It reveals that within the golf 
course communiti es studied, cane 
toads mainly fed upon yellow-banded 
millipedes, hunti ng billbug weevils 
and bigheaded ants - which are all 
considered pests in systems.   W orking on m angrove research 

and restoration w as challenging 

at tim es - a lot of our plots w ere 

in hard-to-reach areas that 

could only be accessed by boat 

and involved a lot of trudging 

through m angrove m ud to 

reach. H ow ever, it w as all part 

of the experience - it show ed 

m e how  resilient m angrove 

ecosystem s are and w hy they 

are w orth protecting.” 

–  Julia Galante, 2023 summer science intern.

conservancy.org/science
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E N V I R O N M E N TA L
S C I E N C E  &  R E S E A R C H      

In September 2022, Southwest Florida was 
devastated by Hurricane Ian. The beaches were 
litt ered with debris that created obstacles for 
female turtles emerging from the Gulf to nest this 
summer. This hurricane also fl att ened most of the 
dune habitat where turtles oft en lay their eggs. 
Nonetheless, loggerhead and green sea turtles 
began crawling ashore to find just the right spot 
to bury their eggs.  

This year, a new challenge emerged. Keewaydin 
Island was split into two north and south regions 
by storm surge from Hurricane Ian that reopened 
an old pass that had not been open in decades. 
This made turtle season logisti cally difficult as 
Conservancy science staff and interns could no 
longer traverse the enti re island, but rather had 
to patrol two islands.  

Despite difficulti es, the team conti nued, first 
determining if a turtle indeed nested or whether she 
abandoned the att empt as a “false crawl” (a non-
nesti ng emergence on the beach). When nests were 
found, the team located the egg chamber by gently 
digging into the sand. The eggs were then covered 
back up with sand and a cage placed over the nest 
to protect it from hungry predators such 
as raccoons, coyotes and hogs.    

Aided by a new digital dashboard system that 
allows the team to track nests and present a 
summary of data in real ti me, the Science staff 
and interns documented more than 526 nests 
and 34,499 hatchlings this season. Undeterred by 
beach conditi ons following Hurricane Ian, some 
nest predati on (mainly by coyotes), and topped off 
by Hurricane Idalia which washed out some nests, 
these numbers reflect a successful and busy sea 
turtle nesti ng season on Keewaydin Island.    

S ea turtle nesting rem ained strong 

despite hurricane challenges 

M angrove O verview  2023 

This year we performed our annual mangrove forest health surveys within Clam Bay and 
Goodland Fruit Farm Creek mangrove systems. The results this year were parti cularly 
poignant, since it was performed 3-4 months post Hurricane Ian.  The Clam Bay mangrove 
system absorbed an 8 foot ti dal surge that deposited acres of sand into the mangrove 
forest and caused mangrove mortality.  This was not unexpected as these mangroves form 
our fi rst line of defense during hurricanes, protecti ng the interior developed areas from 
the brunt of the storm. The surge would have been much higher and more intense if these 
mangroves were not in place. The Clam Bay mangrove system suff ered more damage than 
the more southern Fruit Farm Creek system as the hurricane intensity and ti dal surge was 
much more intense at Clam Bay. this year the mangroves were not as robust or as healthy 
as in past years, but some areas were showing early signs of resilience. Next year’s health 
check will hopefully reveal more signs of recovery.

conservancy.org/science
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Rivergrass sett lement reduces 
growth in Eastern Collier County
The Conservancy of Southwest Florida reached 
a sett lement with Collier Enterprises and 
the Collier County Board of Commissioners 
regarding regarding Rivergrass Village, the 
fi rst approved village for the Rural Lands 
Stewardship Area (RLSA) in eastern Collier 
County. Our challenge against Rivergrass has 
been the Conservancy’s largest legal batt le in 
our 60-year history.   

Since the creati on and incepti on of the 
RLSA, over 20 years ago, the Conservancy 
has understood that rural eastern Collier 
County is an area targeted for substanti al 
growth. Without proper planning, growth 
will drasti cally transform the RLSA’s current 
landscape of diverse connected ecosystems 
and important agricultural lands, to sprawling 
towns and villages in inappropriate locati ons.  

For over two decades, the Conservancy has 
advocated for the avoidance of important 
habitat areas, wetlands, and wildlife corridors 
in future plans for development and road 
projects within the RLSA. Furthermore, 
the Conservancy has strongly advocated 
for sustainable development plans, to 
protect taxpayers, limit traffi  c and ensure a 
bett er quality of life for current and future 
generati ons.   

Therefore, we entered sett lement discussions 
with Collier Enterprises focused on negoti ati ng 
an agreement that would result in benefi ts that 
span the enti re RLSA. We are pleased to share 
with you that we succeeded in securing such 
positi ve sett lement terms.   

A  w in for 
conservation  

Aerial view of proposed Rivergrass 
development in Eastern Collier County.

E N V I R O N M E N TA L
P O L I C Y   &  A D V O C A C Y

D am age of seism ic 
proportions    

The Conservancy and our partners remain steadfast in documenti ng the damage 
due to seismic explorati on caused by Burnett  Oil Company in Big Cypress 
Nati onal Preserve, providing detailed technical reports to the preserve 
management and permitti  ng agencies, and demanding that Burnett  be held fully 
accountable for the impacts of their acti viti es. The good news is that there is a 
proposal for the privately held subsurface mineral rights to be publicly acquired 
to create a unifi ed preserve, which would help protect our cherished public lands 
from future new drilling.  

conservancy.org/policy

Scan here to 
learn more. 
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The Conservancy’s Policy & Advocacy Department 
has spent the past 10+ years opposing projects 
that would impact habitat for the endangered 
Florida panther, including the controversial Bellmar 
development in eastern Collier County.  

Located precariously close to the Florida Panther 
Nati onal Wildlife Refuge, Bellmar and other similar 
developments threaten the dwindling habitat of the 
panther and other nati ve species.  

Bellmar would also cause increased traffi  c and 
deadly vehicle strikes. With a vision of safeguarding 
the region’s natural ecosystems, our team places a 
heavy emphasis on the importance of the Florida 
Wildlife Corridor and smart growth principles.     

The Conservancy remains resolute in championing 
the protecti on of wetlands, public lands, and 
wildlife habitats.  

C onservancy stands 
against proposed 
B ellm ar developm ent  
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E N V I R O N M E N TA L
P O L I C Y   &  A D V O C A C Y  

In June 2023, the Army Corps of Engineers 
(Corps) provided an “array of alternati ves” for 
a storm miti gati on plan in Collier County, based 
on the discussions in the stakeholder charrett es 
that took place in April. The Conservancy was 
very pleased to see that the massive surge 
barrier at Wiggins Pass was screened out of 
the study and that the Corps stated they are 
committ ed to prioriti zing nature-based soluti ons.  
In the lead-up to these discussions, the 
Conservancy took proacti ve steps to engage 
and inform the public. Recognizing the potenti al 
implicati ons of the massive surge barriers, the 
Conservancy disseminated crucial updates and 
highlighted ways the public could parti cipate in 
vital meeti ngs and ensured that residents were 
well-equipped to voice their concerns.  

Thanks to these eff orts, subsequent meeti ngs 
saw the removal of other proposed gates and 
walls from the study. However, the study is 
far from over.  
The Conservancy is sti ll concerned that 
environmentally destructi ve measures 
having serious consequences on our coastal 
environment and quality of life could later be 
included in the study as potenti al soluti ons.  
The Corps is in the process of modeling and 
evaluati ng proposed measures, so it is sti ll 
too early to tell which measures will move 
forward to the “Tentati vely Selected Plan” 
(TSP), to be presented to the Board of 
County Commissioners in 2024. 

S torm  resilience

conservancy.org/policy
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T I M  T H O M P S O N  

As an extraordinary volunteer 
for wildlife conservati on 
in Southwest Florida, Tim 
Thompson has been one of our 
trusted Critt er Couriers since 
2006. Thompson has helped 
with renesti ng birds, rescuing 
wildlife no matt er the trek and 
releasing animals back to the 
wild. Aside from his help in the 
von Arx Wildlife Hospital, he’s 
been a spokesperson on behalf 
of our mission and beyond. 

A M B E R  C R O O K S

Environmental policy 
manager Amber Crooks 
graduated in April from 
Leadership Collier Class 
of 2023. Over 11 annual 
sessions, parti cipants 
explored local government, 
educati on, economic 
development, agriculture, 
arts and more. Leadership 
Collier Foundati on’s mission 
is to acti vate the potenti al 
of leaders to build a stronger 
Collier County. 

S U E  D A LT O N

The Conservancy bestowed its highest honor, 
the Eagle Award, to Sue Dalton for her immense 
contributi ons to our environmental educati on, 
community and fundraising engagement eff orts. 
The award was presented at the Conservancy’s 
Annual Meeti ng for members on January 17, 2023.

Volunteer Leadership Col l ier Community

Eagle Award Winner 2023

L E M O N A D E  S T A N D

By setti  ng up a lemonade 
stand in her neighborhood, 
young Emery and her family 
were able to raise over $5,000 
to help the injured, sick and 
orphaned animals in our 
care at our von Arx Wildlife 
Hospital.

The Conservancy’s President and CEO Rob 

Moher was featured in Gulfshore Life’s 2022 Men 

and Women of the Year, celebrated for his work 

in shaping the community through leadership 

and advocacy. Moher has been a part of the 

Conservancy for 25 years. 

M A N  O F  T H E  Y E A R 

A B O V E  &  B E Y O N D      

C L I M A T E  S U M M I T 

The fi rst Southwest Florida Climate & Community 
Summit was held on January 17, 2023 at Arthrex. 
Despite Hurricane Ian postponing the original 
date, the core partnerships saw the importance 
of this Summit and pushed to have it rescheduled 
early the next year. The Southwest Florida Climate 
& Community Initi ati ve, a partnership between 
FGCU, Conservancy of Southwest Florida, Collier 
Community Foundati on, Collaboratory, WGCU, 
The News-Press/Naples Daily News/Gannett , and 
Growing Climate Soluti ons, was fi rst established to 
elevate the public discourse on climate challenges. 
The Summit was a culminati on of the Initi ati ve’s 
work, in support of Hertz Corporati on, based on 
science-based climate and resilience research. The 
sold out event was att ended by over 250 individuals, 
including 20 local government offi  cials, 29 civic and 
NGO organizati ons, regional residents and leaders in 
business, educati on, health and faith sectors.    

Throughout the one-day event, att endees came to 
understand our climate challenges and opportuniti es, 
addressed the impacts of Hurricane Ian and how 
to rebuild wiser, and prioriti zed the acti ons for our 
community to protect paradise moving forward. 
As a restorer sponsor, the Conservancy and other 
sponsors banded together aft er the summit to create 
an extensive and informati ve report regarding the 
outcomes of the event. There is no straightf orward 

formula for advancing climate resilience objecti ves 
as localiti es’ prioriti es, budgets, and politi cal contexts 
vary widely within our region. Yet, the goal of the 
summit was to establish a directi on for this region 
and it was an impetus for starti ng the journey. The 
Summit outcomes report clarifi es the challenges 
we face, demonstrates the value of parti cipatory 
planning, and inspires our community to take 
collecti ve acti on.  

conservancy.org/swfl -climate-community-summit/

2022-2023 C o m p ass R ep o rt  2928  C o nservancy o f S o uthw est Flo rid a



30  C o nservancy o f S o uthw est Flo rid a

The 19th annual Magic Under the Mangroves 
gala held March 2 raised more than $1.4 
million net for programs to protect the 
water, land, wildlife and future of Southwest 
Florida. Going back to the original theme of 
“Magic Under the Mangroves,” guests were 
reminded of the importance of mangrove 
forests to the ecosystems of Southwest 
Florida. 

“In the aft ermath of Hurricane Ian, it 
has been a diffi  cult year for many of our 
supporters, but knowing of the importance 
of the work we do in protecti ng nature, 
they stepped up in a big way,” said Rob 
Moher, Conservancy president and CEO. 
“We all recognize that if we protect nature, 
nature will protect us. On behalf of our staff , 
volunteers, and board, I’m grateful for the 
outpouring of support during Magic.” 

Toni and Charlie Mueller chaired the event 
and led a team of volunteer committ ee 
members and staff . Magic Under the 
Mangroves has raised more than $18 million 
since its incepti on in 2004. 

A B O V E  &  B E Y O N D      

M agic U nder the M angroves

R edS nook Tournam ent 

Presented by

Supporti ng Sponsor

Community Sponsor

The Conservancy of Southwest Florida’s 
2022 RedSnook Catch & Release Charity 
Fishing Tournament nett ed more than 
$250,000 to benefi t the Conservancy’s 
Fight for Clean Water. Due to impacts from 
Hurricane Ian, the event was postponed 
from October to December. In additi on, 
the kickoff  party also included a special 
dedicated fundraiser for Hurricane Ian relief. 
In less than 10 minutes, more than $45,000 
was raised for the YMCA of Marco Island to 
support residents and businesses on Isles of 
Capri as they recovered from Hurricane Ian. 
The Collier Community Foundati on matched 
with $25,000, raising a grand total of around 
$70,000. In the 17 years the Conservancy 
has put on this event, more than $2 million 
has been raised to support water policy 
eff orts. The tournament Chair was Jon Kukk, 
assisted by former Chair Wayne Meland and 
devoted committ ee members.   

Sponsors
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For 11 years, our policy team and the Sanibel-
Capti va Conservati on Foundati on (SCCF) advocated 
for Eden Oak’s protecti on in Lee County. This land, 
near the Sanibel Causeway, faced a development 
proposal threatening 40 acres of mangroves and 
wetlands. Given the area’s vulnerability, evidenced 
by Hurricane Ian’s damage, these ecosystems are 
vital for storm protecti on. On April 5, 2023, our 
eff orts paid off  when the Lee County Board of 
County Commissioners unanimously rejected the 
development request.

On Saturday, April 22, we welcomed nearly 1,700 
guests to our campus for our Earth Day Festi val. 
This admission-free celebrati on featured live 
presentati ons and animal encounters, craft s and 
acti viti es, department tables, nature walks and 
electric boat tours, over 20 local vendors, and 
much more.

S C C F  P A R T N E R S H I P  –  E D E N  O A K  

E A R T H  D A Y  2 0 2 3

E V E R G L A D E S  C O A L I T I O N 
C O N F E R E N C E 

The 38th Annual Everglades Coaliti on Conference 
was hosted on January 26-28 by the Nati onal 
Parks Conservati on Associati on. The event was 
att ended by the Conservancy’s policy team. 
Amber Crooks, the Conservancy’s environmental 
policy manager, was a featured panelist in the 
conference’s Everglades Restorati on and 
Wildlife Corridors discussion. The Conservancy 
is hosti ng the 2024 conference in Bonita Springs 
in January. 

R E S E R V O I R  G R O U N D B R E A K I N G 

On May 18, our Water Policy Manager Michele Arquett e-
Palermo, att ended a Central Everglades Planning Project 
CERP groundbreaking. CERP is a component of the 
Comprehensive Everglades Restorati on Plan and the 
groundbreaking of CERP North was the last of the 4 
phases of CERP to break ground.   

This criti cal project will capture water and send it 
into the central Everglades and out into Florida Bay. 
Historic levels of funding for Everglades Restorati on is 
resulti ng in many projects that are making a measurable 
difference to restore America’s Everglades.  

S O U T H  F L O R I D A  W A T E R 
M A N A G E M E N T  D I S T R I C T 
G O V E R N I N G  B O A R D  M E E T I N G 

The South Florida Water Management District monthly 
governing board meeti ng was held at the Conservancy 
of Southwest Florida on May 11. During this meeti ng, 
the SFWMD approved the historic “Green Heart of the 
Everglades” land acquisiti on, which will protect more 
than 11,000 acres of environmentally sensiti ve land. The 
Conservancy had identi fi ed this area as important for 
protecti on and will connect Everglades Nati onal Park, Big 
Cypress Nati onal Preserve and the Fakahatchee Strand 
State Preserve. 

M A R I S S A  C O L L E C T I O N S 

A collecti on of community support 

Marissa Collecti ons, in partnership with Angelink, 
raised $43,500 for the Conservancy. Aft er 
seeing social media posts about the rehab at 
von Arx Hospital for injured and sick wildlife 
from Hurricane Ian, Marissa Collecti ons stepped 
up to support our mission, along with fi ve other 
local non-profi ts supporti ng the community 
aft er the storm.  

S N A P S H O T S    
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C O N S E R V A N C Y  P E R S P E C T I V E      C O N N E C T  W I T H  U S      

 Donate

 Events

 Take Acti on

 Volunteer

L E A R N  M O R E  A B O U T 
H O W  Y O U  C A N  P R O T E C T 
O U R  P A R A D I S E .

conservancy.org

Refl ecting on six decades  
In April 2024, the Conservancy of Southwest 
Florida turns 60. Though we may be 
approaching the age that most of us are looking 
to reti re, we know we’re just getti  ng started. 
As a collecti ve part of a dedicated and passion-
fi lled group of individuals always looking 
toward the future, we think it’s important to 
take this ti me to refl ect on where we’ve been 
and to celebrate what brought us here. 

Nearly 60 years ago, surrounded by a handful 
of visionaries led by Lester Norris, local 
att orney George Vega rolled a scroll of names 
across a table at the Collier County Commission 
Chamber proclaiming, “these are the names of 
the people who want to protect Rookery Bay.” 
He then demanded to see the list of names of 
those who didn’t.  

It was a momentous ti me for the early days 
of our community and this insightf ul 
organizati on that showcased the strength 
that we have when we join together. That 
foundati on of perseverance and tenacity 
brought about our fi rst victory and it’s one 
we’ve grown from ever since. 

In the years since we were founded, we’ve 
been fortunate to have so many talented 
team members and personaliti es to help to 
accomplish our range of work. The people 
behind the places, the ones that work in these 
buildings and in the fi eld, have changed over 
ti me, and will always conti nue to do so. From 
our passionate staff , interns and volunteers to 
our dedicated donors and supporters – each 
one working to move the mission forward in 
their own unique way.  

In the many ways 60 years have brought 
countless lessons, we know that there will 
never be a shortage of people who care 
about protecti ng the wild and beauti ful 
heart of this region.   

The Conservancy will forever be an integral 
part of the steady foundati on that those 
passionate visionaries put in place.  

That scroll of names rolled out six decades ago 
has made a lasti ng impact, but if we could add 
all the names of those of us who have joined 
us since, championing for the Conservancy 
and our irreplaceable eff orts preserving our 
paradise, it would keep rolling off  the table, 
out the door, and right on down Tamiami Trail.   

We don’t know all of the new challenges that 
lie ahead. But we know we are here to work 
together for the longevity of a sustainable 
future for our region. 
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1495 Smith Preserve Way  I  Naples, FL 34102
239.262.0304  I  conservancy.org

Protecti ng Southwest Florida’s unique natural 
environment and quality of life ... now and forever.

Aerial view of mangrove restoration research in Fruit Farm Creek.


