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Appraisal Review Memorandum 
 
To:    Frances Alford, Sr. Appraiser 
    Florida Department of Environmental Protection 
    Bureau of Appraisal 
 
Client of Review: Bureau of Appraisal, Division of State Lands of the Florida 

Department of Environmental Protection.   
 
Intended User of Review: The State of Florida, Bureau of Appraisal, Division of State 

Lands of the Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection, the Board of Trustees of the Internal 
Improvement Trust Fund of the State of Florida.  

 
Intended Use of Review Compliance with USPAP & SASBOT 
 
 
From:    Thomas G. Richards, MAI 
    Richards Appraisal Service, Inc. 
 
Date:  February 14, 2024 
 
Project Information: 
 
 BA File Number    23-8613 
 Parcel Name    Creek Ranch 

Project  Name Lake Hatchineha Watershed 
 Location    Polk County, Florida 
 Effective Date of Appraisal  January 3, 2024 
 
Summary of Review 
 
Pursuant to your request, I have reviewed two appraisal reports on the Creek Ranch 
property located in Polk County, Florida.  The appraisal reports were prepared by Mr. 
Riley K. Jones, MAI, SRA of Florida Real Estate Advisors, Inc. and Mr. Joseph S. 
String, MAI of String Appraisal Services, Inc.  I have determined after review of the 
reports and some changes to each appraisal that they are acceptable as submitted. The 
Jones report is dated February 9, 2024. The String report is dated February 9, 2024. Both 
appraisals have a valuation date of January 3, 2024.  The value indications for the subject 
property reflected by each appraiser were: 
 

(1) Riley K. Jones, MAI, SRA      $37,050,000 
(2) Joseph S. String, MAI      $36,900,000 

 
In the reviewer’s opinion the appraisal reports were completed substantially in 
conformance with USPAP and the Supplemental Appraisal Standards for the Board of 
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Trustees, Division of State Lands, Bureau of Appraisal, Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection, March 2, 2016. The reports were well documented, and 
reflected reasonable value indications for the subject property.  The appraisers submitting 
the appraisals consider the reports to be “appraisal reports” according to USPAP. The 
appraisals are considered sufficient to satisfy the requirements of Standard 2 of USPAP 
as it is applied to this type of report.  
 
The client is the Bureau of Appraisal of the Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection. The intended users of this appraisal are The State of Florida, Bureau of 
Appraisal, Division of State Lands of the Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection and the Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund of the State 
of Florida. The appraisers and reviewer have all appraised, and/or reviewed in the case of 
the reviewer, numerous agricultural and transitioning properties throughout the State of 
Florida including those utilized for agriculture and recreation. All have a level of 
competence due to experience as well as professional designations and state 
certifications. This client and many state and federal agencies have been the client of the 
reviewer in numerous similar assignments. 
 
Hypothetical Condition is defined as that which is contrary to what exists but is assumed 
for appraisal purposes. Uniform Standards dictate that these type assumptions are 
prominently disclosed. There are no Hypothetical Conditions utilized by either appraiser. 
There are likewise no Extraordinary Assumptions utilized by either appraiser. 
 
The appraisers and the reviewer are in agreement that the highest and best use for the 
subject parcel before and after acquisition is for mixed use development as approved by 
Polk County. More details regarding the highest and best use is included in a later section 
of this review report. 
 
In order to value the subject property, the appraisers have applied the traditional appraisal 
methods and have arrived at a supportable opinion of the Market Value of the subject 
property.   
 
Statement of Ownership and Property History 
 
The subject is currently vested to: Creek Ranch, LLC (1 parcel) 
     Creek Ranch Mitigation Bank, LLC (4 parcels) 
     Creek Legacy Ranch, LLC (3 parcels) 

 
There were various transactions involving the subject property that occurred during the 
course of 2022. In chronological order the subject property was acquired by the current 
ownership in May 2022 for a consideration of $12,435,700 for at the time was a 
1,297.61-acre parcel. This reflected a purchase price per acre of approximately 
$9,583.54. Subsequently in June 2022 an additional parcel on the north side of the subject 
containing 46.78-acres was acquired for $300,000 or approximately $6,413 per acre. In 
July 2022 the owner of the subject sold a small triangular parcel on the south side of Lake 
Hatchineha Road (non-contiguous) containing 1.68 acres for $100,000. In June 2022 the 
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property was transferred internally for nominal stamps which is considered non arms-
length.It is important to note that since acquisition the owners have spent considerable 
funds and effort to entitle the subject for mixed-use development. 
 
Property Description 
 
This appraisal assignment encompasses the 1,342-acre Creek Ranch located on the north 
side of Lake Hatchineha Road with about 8,000 severed feet of frontage along same. The 
site enjoys frontage along the southeastern shore of Deer Lake and the western shoreline 
of Lake Hatchineha. This location is in a rapidly developing area of northeast Polk 
County, Florida. The property has a physical address of 13300 Lake Hatchineha Road, 
Haines City, Florida 33844. This area is dominated by larger agricultural land holdings 
devoted to agricultural and recreational uses to the south but is subject to significant 
development pressure from the north and west.  
 
According to mapping provided by the client FDEP the subject contains approximately 
66% uplands and approximately 34% wetlands. Otherwise, the tract is characterized as 
relatively flat but sloping eastward towards the lakefront. The land naturally drains east 
into Lake Hatchineha and ultimately the Kissimmee River basin. Elevations are between 
approximately 55-95 feet above sea level. The subject contains a mosaic of multiple 
variety scrub, oak, hammocks, freshwater marshes and seasonally wet depressions.  
 
The site is improved with typical agriculturally related improvements such as fencing, 
cross-fencing, gates, ditches, culverts, trails/roads, Etc. In addition, the subject is 
improved with several structures including a rather large two-story lodge containing 
approximately 7,426 square feet containing 7 bedrooms and 8.5 bathrooms. Although 
originally constructed in 1962 the home is very well appointed and has been obviously 
renovated and expanded numerous times over the years. This is a substantial 
improvement. In addition, there is a manager’s house containing 2,481 square feet of 
living area, a ranch hand’s house containing 1,220 square feet of living area and a cracker 
house containing 1,120 square feet of living area. The property also includes substantial 
horse stables, a maintenance barn and various other smaller agriculturally related 
buildings. 
 
The title work was silent on oil, gas and mineral (OGM) rights. It has been determined by 
the appraisers that these rights are therefore intact on the subject property. 
 
The subject property is found on FEMA Flood Map Panel 12105C0415G dated 
September 28, 2012. The subject has a mix of flood zone classifications including Zone 
X, Zone A and Zone AE and is dominated by Zone X, which is an area of minimal flood 
hazards outside the 0.2 percent annual chance flood. Zone A is defined as areas subject to 
inundation by the one-percent annual chance flood event. Zone AE is likewise subject to 
inundation by the one-percent annual chance flood event determined by detailed methods. 
The highest upland portions of the subject in predominantly the western portions of the 
property are in Zone X while the areas closest to the Lake Hatchineha shoreline lie within 
the AE zones. The A zones are generally dispersed in lesser quantities around the entire 
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parcel in wetlands and adjacent Lake Deer in the northwest corner of the subject 
property. 
 
The appraisers identified several title exceptions for easements for utilities and right of 
way for adjacent properties all of which were itemized and mitigated as not having an 
impact on value. The reviewer concurs with this determination. Oil, Gas and Mineral 
rights appear to be intact. 
 
Electric and telephone services are not currently available to the area. While current 
water and sewer lines currently do not extend to the subject property a plan is in place to 
extend these nearby services in association with the proposed development plans. For 
now potable water and sewage disposal are handled by on-site well and septic systems.  
 
There is no zoning in Polk County, as it was eliminated on September 1, 2000 and 
replaced with the Polk County Comprehensive Plan and Polk County Development Code. 
The future land use for the subject property is A/RR (Agriculture/Residential-Rural) 
which is intended for agriculture and/or low-density residential development. However, 
the County approved a Rural Mixed-Use Development (RMD) on 1,269 acres of the 
1,342 acre subject parcel to develop the site with 1,876 single-family residences together 
with retail and office uses on the western portions of the property while dedicating the 
eastern portions for green area and/or conservation as part of the development plan. This 
plan was approved on September 21, 2023. Most of the existing improvements located in 
the eastern areas of the subject are purposely excluded from the development plan. The 
gross density for the subject property is 1.48 dwelling units per acre overall. 
 
Highest and Best Use 
 
Highest and best use is defined as the reasonably probable and legal use of vacant land or 
an improved property which is physically possible, appropriately supported, financially 
feasible, and that results in the highest value. The four criteria the highest and best use 
must meet are legal permissibility, physical possibility, financial feasibility, and 
maximum profitability. 
 
Mr. Jones concluded that the Highest and Best Use for the subject would be consistent 
with the current development approval by the Polk County Board of County 
Commissioners.  
 
Mr. String concluded that the Highest and Best Use for the subject would be as approved 
with the proposed Rural Mixed Use Planned Development. 
 
Overall, the highest and best use conclusion of the appraisers are considered reasonable. 
They have both made a convincing argument and have provided adequate market 
evidence to support these conclusions. The appraisers have adequately addressed the 
issue of highest and best use for the subject property and more importantly the reviewer 
is convinced that the sale data utilized is that of a basically similar highest and best use. 
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Reviewer Comments 
 
The reviewer found the reports to be very comprehensive and informative as to the 
relative components of a typical complete appraisal report.  The physical characteristics 
and site descriptions were also found to be typical as were the details and documentation 
of the comparable sales expected in an appraisal for this property type. The reports have 
also conformed to the reporting standards expected by Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection, Bureau of Appraisal (SASBOT) and are substantially in 
conformance with the Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP).   
 
In the valuation of the subject property the appraisers have applied the sales comparison 
approach to value which is deemed to be the traditional and most appropriate method to 
value a vacant acreage transitioning development parcel.  
 
In the valuation the appraisers contrasted the subject property to a set of comparable sales 
within the subject market area with similar size and highest and best use characteristics. 
Due to the limited number of larger acreage sales meeting these criteria the sale search 
had to be expanded for this property type.  Mr. Jones analyzed four comparable sales and 
Mr. String analyzed five comparable sales for this purpose. The appraisers had four 
commonly utilized sales in this effort. 
 
The appraisers demonstrated a very thorough analysis of the comparable data and adapted 
a very straightforward and reasonable valuation process. Both Mr. Jones and Mr. String 
utilized a qualitative adjustment process to contrast the sale properties to the subject for 
all elements of comparison. The use of this method is widely accepted, well supported 
and reasonable. 
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Analysis of Appraisers Sales 
 
Jones Appraisal 
 
The following sales were utilized by Mr. Jones in the valuation of the subject property. 
 
Sale No. Subject Sale 1 Sale 2 Sale 3 Sale 4 
County Polk Volusia Lake Osceola Osceola 
Sale Date N/A 1/24 4/22 1/22 12/21 
Price/Ac N/A $32,545 $27,613 $27,546 $25,127 
Size/Ac 1,342 401.14 732.24 1,181.00 5,969.79 
Upland % 66% 87% 88% 81% 70% 
Overall 
Rating 

N/A Superior Superior Slightly 
Inferior 

Far 
Inferior 

 
Mr. Jones analyzed the four tabulated sales above for the purpose of estimating the value 
of the subject property. The comparables are located in Volusia, Lake and Osceola 
Counties, Florida. 
 
The sales analyzed for the subject have sale dates ranging from December 2021 to 
January 2024. The comparables selected are all larger acreage properties with similar 
highest and best use characteristics.  The comparable sales selected and analyzed by Mr. 
Jones are considered to be good indicators of value for the subject. These sales reflect a 
range from $25,127 to $32,545 per acre. 
 
Mr. Jones has elected to apply a qualitative adjustment process to the comparable sales 
for comparable factors such as property rights conveyed, financing terms, conditions of 
sale, market conditions, location, size, wetlands, utilities, zoning/land use and 
improvements. Overall, the entire process of contrasting the sales to the subject property 
seems reasonable. The appraiser utilized sound logic and reasoning in contrasting the 
comparable sales to the subject property and, overall, the analyses and qualitative 
adjustment process is well supported and adequately discussed. 
 
In his final analysis Mr. Jones brackets the subject between the indications from slightly 
inferior rated Sale 3 at $27,546 per acre and superior rated Sale 2 at $27,613 per acre. 
Consideration was given to nearby contract activity some of which is confidential but 
also supports the value conclusion. As such, a conclusion is reached at $27,600 per acre. 
This equates to a final indication of 1,342 acres times $27,600 per acre; or $37,039,200 
which is rounded to $37,050,000. 
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String Appraisal 
 
The following sales were utilized by Mr. String in the valuation of the subject property. 
 
Sale No. Subject Sale 1 Sale 2 Sale 3 Sale 4 Sale 5 
County Polk Volusia Lake Osceola Martin  Osceola 
Sale Date N/A 1/24 4/22 1/22 2/22 12/21 
Price/Ac N/A $32,545 $27,613 $27,546 $26,907 $25,127 
Size/Ac 1,342 401.14 732.24 1,181.00 1,913.23 5,969.79 
Upland % 66% 87% 88% 81% 87% 70% 
Overall 
Rating 

N/A Slightly 
Superior 

Slightly 
Inferior 

Slightly 
Inferior 

Slightly 
Inferior 

Significantly 
Inferior 

 
Mr. String analyzed the five tabulated sales above for the purpose of estimating the value 
of the subject property. The sales are located in Volusia, Lake, Osceola and Martin 
Counties in Florida. 
 
The sales analyzed for the subject have sale dates ranging from December 2021 to 
January 2024. The comparables selected are all larger acreage properties with similar 
highest and best use characteristics.  The comparable sales selected and analyzed by Mr. 
String are considered to be good indicators of value for the subject. These sales reflect a 
range from $25,127 to $32,545 per acre. 
 
Mr. String has elected to apply a qualitative adjustment process to the comparable sales 
for comparable factors such as condition of sale, financing, motivation, market 
conditions, location, water influence, access, size, upland percentage, zoning, utilities and 
improvements. Overall, the entire process of contrasting the sales to the subject property 
seems reasonable. The appraiser utilized sound logic and reasoning in contrasting the 
comparable sales to the subject property and, overall, the analyses and qualitative 
adjustment process is well supported and adequately discussed.  
 
In his final analysis Mr. String recognizes a more refined range of from $26,000 to 
$28,000 per acre based upon the data analyzed. Mr. String concludes at a value of 
$27,500 per acre “with no more reason to believe it near the low or high end.” This 
equates to a final indication of $27,500 per acre times 1,342 acres; or $36,905,000 which 
is further rounded to $36,900,000. 
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Conclusions 
 
Overall, the reviewer found the reports to be reasonably well supported and reasonable 
leading the reader to similar conclusions. The reports reflected a reasonable range of 
conclusions to value offering a variance of only 0.41%. The appraisers arrived at a 
reasonable and supported conclusion regarding the highest and best use of the subject 
property. Furthermore, the appraisers have contrasted the subject to sales of a similar 
highest and best use that are all subject to similar market conditions. As such, the report 
is considered acceptable and approvable as amended. 
 
The client of the appraisal and this review is the Bureau of Appraisal, Division of State 
Lands of the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP). 
 
The intended users of these appraisal reports are The State of Florida, Bureau of 
Appraisal, Division of State Lands of the Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection, the Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund of the State of 
Florida. 
 
The purpose of the appraisal was to estimate the market value of the subject property. 
The intended use of the appraisals was to serve as an aid for potential acquisition by the 
State of Florida. 
 
The reviewer has completed a field and technical review of the above referenced 
appraisals.  The Purpose of the Review is to form an opinion as to the completeness and 
appropriateness of the methodology and techniques utilized to form an opinion as to the 
value of the subject property. 
 
The Scope of the Review involved a field review of the appraisal reports prepared on the 
subject property. The reviewer therefore inspected the subject of this appraisal. The 
reviewer has not researched the marketplace to confirm reported data or to reveal data 
which may have been more appropriate to include in the appraisal report. As part of the 
review assignment the reviewer has asked the appraisers to address issues deemed 
relevant to the assignment. I have also analyzed the reports for conformity with and 
adherence to the Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP) as 
promulgated by the Appraisal Foundation and that of the Appraisal Institute as well as the 
Supplemental Appraisal Standards for the Board of Trustees, Division of State Lands, 
Bureau of Appraisal, Florida Department of Environmental Protection, March 2, 2016. 
 
Acceptance of Appraisals 
 
The appraisal reports referenced herein are considered acceptable and approvable by the 
signed reviewer subject to the attached certification.   
 
 
 

 

ATTACHMENT 5A 
PAGE 47



Aerial Map 
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Certification 
 
I certify that, to the best of my knowledge and belief: 
 
1. The facts and data reported by the review appraiser and used in the review process are true and 

correct. 
 
2. The analyses, opinions, and conclusions in this review report are limited only by the assumptions 

and limiting conditions stated in this review report, and are my personal, unbiased professional 
analyses, opinions and conclusions. 

 
3. I have no present or prospective interest in the property that is the subject of this review and I have 

no personal interest or bias with respect to the parties involved. 
 

4. I have no bias with respect to the property that is the subject of the work under review or to the 
parties involved with this assignment. My engagement in this assignment was not contingent upon 
developing or reporting predetermined results. 

 
5. My compensation for completing this assignment is not contingent upon the development or 

reporting of predetermined assignment results or assignment results that favors the cause of the 
client, the attainment of a stipulated result, or the occurrence of a subsequent event directly related 
to the intended use of this appraisal review.  

 
6. The appraisal reviewed is in substantial compliance with the Uniform Standards of Professional 

Appraisal Practice (USPAP) and the Supplemental Appraisal Standards for the Board of Trustees, 
Division of State Lands, Bureau of Appraisal, Florida Department of Environmental Protection, 
March 2, 2016. 
 

7. My analyses, opinion, and conclusions are developed and this review report was prepared in 
conformity with the Code of Professional Ethics and Standards of Professional Practice of the 
Appraisal Institute and with the Supplemental Standards for the Board of Trustees Division of 
State Lands, Bureau of Appraisal, Florida Department of Environmental Protection, March 2016. 
 

8. My analysis, opinions, and conclusions were developed and this review report was prepared in 
conformity with the Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice. 
 

9. The appraisals reviewed are in substantial compliance with USPAP, SASBOT, as well as Rule 18-
1.006, Florida Administrative Code (FAC). 

 
10. No one provided significant professional assistance to the person signing this review report. 
 
11. As of the date of this report, Thomas G. Richards, MAI has completed the requirements of the 

continuing education program for designated members of the Appraisal Institute. 
 

12. The use of this report is subject to the requirements of the Appraisal Institute relating to review by 
its duly authorized representatives. 
 

13. I have not prepared any prior appraisal services on the subject property. Furthermore, I did 
personally inspect the subject property 

 

 
_______________________    February 14, 2024 
Thomas G. Richards, MAI    Date 
St. Cert. Gen. Appraiser RZ 574 
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Florida Fish 
and Wildlife 
Conservation 
Commission 

Commissioners 

Rodney Barreto 

Chairman 

Coral Gables 

Steven Hudson 

Vice Chairman 

Fort Lauderdale 

Preston Farrior 

Tampa 

Gary Lester 

Oxford 

Albert Maury 

Coral Gables 

Gary Nicklaus 

Jupiter 

Sonya Rood 

St. Augustine 

Office of the  

Executive Director 

Roger A. Young 

Executive Director  

Charles “Rett” Boyd 

Assistant Executive Director  

George Warthen 

Chief Conservation Officer 

Jessica Crawford 

Chief of Staff 

Division of Habitat and 

Species Conservation 

Melissa Tucker 

Director  

850-488-3831 

Managing fish and wildlife 

resources for their long-term 

well-being and the benefit  

of people. 

620 South Meridian Street 

Tallahassee, Florida 

32399-1600 

Voice: 850-488-4676 

Hearing/speech-impaired: 

800-955-8771 (T) 

800 955-8770 (V) 

MyFWC.com

February 5, 2024 

Callie DeHaven 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

Division of State Lands 

3800 Commonwealth Blvd. 

Tallahassee, FL 32399 

RE: Creek Legacy Ranch, LLC Property of the Lake Hatchineha Watershed Florida 

Forever Project 

Dear Ms. DeHaven, 

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) is interested in 

managing the nearly 1,300-acre Creek Legacy Ranch, LLC property, of the Lake 

Hatchineha Watershed Florida Forever project, as part of the Wildlife Management Area 

system, contingent upon FWC’s approval of all due diligence products. 

The conservation of the Creek Ranch would increase the amount of protected area and 

connectivity between established conservation lands in the greater landscape and protect 

existing native lands from development. A habitat management program that incorporates 

routine prescribed fire, particularly on Creek Ranch, will improve and maintain 

conditions of native habitats and benefit many imperiled wildlife species. Creek Ranch 

lies within a landscape that is increasingly under pressure from expansion of nearby 

suburban population areas. Long-term protection of intact private lands such as Creek 

Ranch is vital to the long-term persistence of wildlife in this region. Additionally, this 

acquisition would provide staff housing.  

We look forward to working with you during the closing process and in review of the due 

diligence items. If we can be of assistance, please contact Susie Nuttall at (850) 487-9573 

or email Suzanne.Nuttall@MyFWC.com. 

With regards, 

James C. Conner III, Leader 

Wildlife and Habitat Management Section 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 
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Governor Ron DeSantis 
Attorney General Ashley Moody 
Commissioner of Agriculture Wilton Simpson 
Chief Financial Officer Jimmy Patronis 
 
Executive Office of Governor Ron DeSantis 
State of Florida - The Capitol 
400 S. Monroe St. 
Tallahassee, FL 32399-0001 
 
March 4, 2024 
 
Dear Governor DeSantis and Honorable Cabinet Members,  
 
On behalf of Audubon Florida, I write to extend our support for the Division of State Lands’ fee 
simple acquisition of the Creek Ranch in Polk County, Florida. Under Governor DeSantis’s 
leadership, Florida continues to protect significant conservation lands that will be invaluable to 
the future of our state’s land, water, agricultural, and recreational resources. The Creek Ranch 
acquisition would further those aims and support the administration’s continued commitment to 
stewardship of our state’s natural resources. 
 
The Creek Ranch property fronts Lake Hatchinehaw, one of three critical lakes necessary to 
support the Headwaters Revitalization Project component of the Kissimmee River Restoration 
Project. The proximity of this property to the Lake would support water storage goals and marsh 
restoration north of Lake Okeechobee – an essential feature of “getting the water right” for 
Everglades restoration.  
 
In addition, the location of Creek Ranch would support further connectivity within the Florida 
Wildlife Corridor footprint, providing valuable habitat for wildlife. This project would not only 
complement existing conservation lands such as Rolling Meadows and the Everglades 
Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge but would also serve as an outdoor recreation area for 
Central Florida residents and visitors.   
 
In sum, we are pleased to extend our full support for the state’s acquisition of Creek Ranch and 
we appreciate your consideration of this important opportunity to invest in Florida’s conservation 
lands. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Beth Alvi 
Senior Director of Policy 
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Callie DeHaven, Director 
Division of State Lands 
Florida Department of Environmental Protection 
3900 Commonwealth Blvd., MS 140 
Tallahassee, FL 32399 

Dear Director DeHaven, 

I am writing on behalf of the Florida Wildlife Corridor Foundation, an organization 
committed to protecting and restoring our wild places in Florida. Please consider this letter as 
an expression of support for the proposed fee-simple purchase of Creek Ranch under the 
Florida Forever program.  This property is within the Florida Wildlife Corridor boundary.  

Creek Ranch, is a working cattle ranch and horse farm with approximately 1,200 feet of 
frontage on Deer Lake and is a component of the Kissimmee Chain of Lakes, which forms 
part of the headwaters of the Kissimmee River-Lake Okeechobee-Everglades system. 
Situated within a landscape that is increasingly under pressure from expansion of nearby 
suburban population areas, the subject property is under direct threat of development. 
Preservation of this important hydrologically and ecologically rich parcel will fill an 
important gap in the landscape of conservation lands that surround Lake Hatchineha in the 
southwest region of Florida, provide crucial habitat protection and connectivity for rare and 
endangered plant and animal species, afford critical water quality for Lake Hatchineha and 
the Kissimmee River, and expand public outdoor resource-based recreational opportunities.  

This project helps to advance the goals set forth in the Florida Wildlife Corridor Act, which 
seeks to maintain access for wildlife to habitats for migration and genetic exchange, prevent 
habitat fragmentation, protect headwaters of important watersheds, protect ecological 
connectivity, promote flood/sea-level rise resiliency and ecosystem functions, protecting 
groundwater recharge for drinking water and estuary health. For this reason, we support the 
acquisition of the Creek Ranch parcel.    

Sincerely, 

Jason Lauritsen 

Chief Conservation Officer 
Florida Wildlife Corridor Foundation 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
PJ MARINELLI 

CHAIRMAN 

TIFFANY BUSBY 
VICE CHAIRMAN 

BLAKE POOLE 
TREASURER 

MAURICE PEARSON 
SECRETARY 

OSCAR ANDERSON 

ARNIE BELLINI 

LYNN CHERRY 

THOMAS EASON 

ZAK GEZON 

ROBERT D. MCLEAN 

AMANDA MOORE 

ELIZABETH MOORE 

SCOTT NOLAN 

KIMBERLY DAVIS 
REYHER 

2606 Fairfield Ave S 
Bldg #7 

St. Petersburg, FL 33712 
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March 4, 2024 

Robbie Parrish 

Division of State Lands 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

3800 Commonwealth Blvd., MS 115 

Tallahassee, FL 32399 

RE: Florida Conservation Group Letter of Support for Creek Ranch 

Dear Mr. Parrish,  

The Florida Conservation Group is providing this letter in strong support of the acquisition of Creek 

Ranch in Polk County. This 1,342-acre property lies within the Florida Wildlife Corridor and provides an 

important connection between existing conservation lands. This property will connect the Kissimmee 

Chain of Lakes with the Lake Hatchineha Ranch Conservation Easement and land owned by U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service as part of the Everglades Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge and Conservation 

Area. However, this critical connection is under intense pressure from nearby suburban population areas 

and under direct threat of development.  

This property is located on the eastern boundary of Polk County approximately nine miles southeast of 

Haines City and 10 miles northeast of Lake Wales. In addition to being located in an area of rapid 

urbanization, this property is entitled with a rural mixed-use development that allows for 1,875 single-

family homes and commercial development.  

Creek Ranch has a diverse habitat and contains nearly 1,200 feet of frontage on Deer Lake as well as 

connections to Lake Hatchineha, which are both components of the Kissimmee Chain of Lakes. This 

ecologically rich property provides potential habitat for imperiled species including the Eastern Indigo 

Snake and Florida Scrub Jay. Additionally, it further buffers both lakes.  

Overall, protection of this property provides the opportunity to create a connection within the Florida 

Wildlife Corridor, buffer existing conservation lands, protect the health of the Lake Hatchineha and 

Kissimmee River watersheds, and provide much needed recreational opportunities for the general public. 

With kindest regards, 

Julie Morris 

Executive Director 

Florida Conservation Group 
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March 11, 2023 

Robbie Parrish 

Chief, Bureau of Real Estate Services 

Division of State Lands 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

3800 Commonwealth Blvd., MS 115 

Tallahassee, FL 32399 

Robbie.Parrish@floridadep.gov 

Dear Mr. Parrish, 

The Center for Biological Diversity strongly supports the fee simple acquisition of Creek Ranch 

in Polk County. The conservation of this 1,342-acre property is essential to protecting numerous 

endangered and threatened species both on- and off-site, creating a contiguous corridor of 

surrounding conservation lands, and providing the local community with much needed, nature-

based recreational and educational opportunities. With the Everglades Headwaters Wildlife 

Management Area just across the street, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

is particularly well suited to manage this property. If approved, Creek Ranch would be a critical 

addition to the Lake Hatchineha Watershed Florida Forever Project and build upon several other 

conservation success stories in the region.    

Creek Ranch’s greatest values are its biodiversity and its location in the larger landscape. The 

property is a rich mosaic of habitats, including oak scrub, pine flatwoods, mesic hammock, basin 

marsh, basin swamp, and depression marshes. These habitats are home to several endangered, 

threatened, and rare species such as sand skinks, gopher tortoises, Florida scrub lizards, and 

Florida sandhill cranes. In addition, Florida black bears and Florida panthers are known to occur 

within the area. 

Creek Ranch is also the missing piece in what is otherwise an interconnected network of federal, 

state, and private conservation lands. The South Florida Water Management District’s 

Kissimmee Chain of Lakes managed area is directly to the north and directly across the street 

(Hatchineha Road) to the south is the Everglades Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge and 

Conservation Area.  The property also abuts the Hatchineha Ranch Mitigation Bank, the Lake 

Hatchineha Ranch Agricultural Conservation Easement, and additional lands of the Kissimmee 

Chain of Lakes.  It is through these connections that the acquisition of this property would 

protect a corridor around the western shore of Lake Hatchineha that includes The Nature 

Conservancy’s Disney Wilderness Preserve, David Allen Broussard Catfish Creek State Park, 

and Lake Kissimmee State Park.1  

1 FDEP, Florida Forever Evaluation Report, Creek Ranch, Polk County, 1-3 (Apr. 14, 2023). 
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The story of Panther 62 provides an apt case study for why this property is so important to the 

future of Florida’s wildlife- and especially the Florida panther.  In 1998, a young male panther 

fitted with a radio collar swam across the Caloosahatchee River and made his way to Central 

Florida. Known as Panther 62 by biologists, and affectionately called the “Wanderer,” he crossed 

the wet prairies of Fisheating Creek and spent a day beneath a billboard near Sebring.  In the 

words of the late panther biologist Dave Maehr, “He hopscotched from one proposed preserve to 

another,” following what researchers at the University of Florida mapped as a series of parks, 

preserves, and privately owned land between Fort Myers and Orlando and what we know today 

as the Florida Wildlife Corridor. Panther 62 eventually made it to Catfish Creek State Preserve, 

an area just south of Creek Ranch. It is there that biologists would fly three times a week to 

check his location using radio signals. He would wander from time to time to Lake Kissimmee 

State Park, Tiger Creek Nature Preserve, and Disney Wilderness Preserve before returning to 

Catfish Creek. Without a mate, he eventually moved north to the former site of the Boardwalk 

and Baseball theme park in Davenport and eventually roamed another 200 miles across the 

Florida turnpike to Lake Washington just outside of Melbourne, before returning to the 

Caloosahatchee. Eventually researchers lost contact with Panther 62 due to a bad battery after he 

crossed into Charlotte and De Soto Counties.2 Since then, there has been at least one confirmed 

female panther with kittens north of the Caloosahatchee River. 

The story of Panther 62 shows just how important this property is to the future of the Florida 

panther and other imperiled species. For Florida panthers to be removed from the Endangered 

Species List and recover in the wild there needs to be three viable, self-sustaining populations of 

at least 240 individuals and sufficient habitat quality, quantity, and spatial configuration to 

support these populations for the long-term.3 To do this, panthers need long, uninterrupted 

corridors between conservation lands. Panther 62 illustrated that when long, uninterrupted 

corridors between conservation lands exist, panthers will move across the state in search of 

opportunities to find a mate and rear their young.  Panther 62 undoubtedly benefited from the 

interconnected conservation and agricultural lands of Eastern Polk and Southern Osceola 

Counties (including Creek Ranch) to make Catfish Creek his home base. But the number of 

ranch lands and other rural properties like Creek Ranch that are available to panthers are rapidly 

being lost to exurban sprawl. Poorly planned development is not only severing the connections 

between these conservation lands but threatening the future of species like the Florida panther.  

We are deeply concerned that if this property is not acquired, future development will sever a 

critically important wildlife corridor, and wildlife habitat to the north, south, and east will be 

forever fragmented. Further, the prospect of more than a thousand new homes and cars on what 

is currently a two-lane road could not only lead to increased vehicle collisions with wildlife but 

also hamper the ability of land managers to carry out necessary practices like prescribed fire on 

surrounding lands. 

On a personal note, I have been fortunate as a resident of Polk County to spend countless days 

enjoying the conservation lands that surround Creek Ranch. Some of my fondest memories are 

2 Craig Pittman, “The Wanderer,” St. Petersburg Times (Sep. 28, 2005). 
3 U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Florida Panther Recovery Plan, Third Revision, xi-xii (2008). 
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driving down Hatchineha Road, turning right at Fire Tower Road just across from Creek Ranch, 

and traveling to Catfish Creek State Park where I have observed some of the richest biodiversity 

this State has to offer.  With my dogs by my side, I have seen deer, bobcats, Florida scrub-jays, 

fox squirrels, sandhill cranes, bald eagles, and numerous species of migratory waterfowl, wading 

birds, and songbirds. At dusk, I am treated to the sounds of nighthawks and whippoorwills as I 

make my way home. The nearby state park and surrounding area adjacent to Creek Ranch has 

not only provided me with exceptional hiking, fishing, photography, and wildlife viewing 

experiences, but it has also served as a place to spend time with family, and to introduce others to 

the great outdoors. I believe it is stories like mine that illustrate the importance of preserving the 

biological integrity and the continuity of the natural landscape for the benefit of the local 

community. 

In closing, we cannot stress enough the importance of acquiring these lands in fee simple and 

placing Creek Ranch into conservation. Doing so, will provide FWC with full flexibility to 

manage and—where necessary—restore these rich habitats, and it will also provide the public 

with diverse and rewarding recreational experiences not unlike my own. We respectfully request 

the Governor and Cabinet approve Creek Ranch for fee-simple acquisition under Florida 

Forever.  

Sincerely, 

Jason Totoiu 

Senior Attorney 

Center for Biological Diversity 
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