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INTRODUCTION 

The USF Forest Preserve (FP) is a major asset to the University. It is used extensively for student and 
faculty research. More than 70 research papers in the peer-reviewed literature have been focused on 
the FP, as have more than 20 M.S. theses and Ph.D. dissertations. USF researchers from the 
departments of Anthropology, Civil Engineering, Geography, Geology, and Integrative Biology have 
conducted research at the FP in the last 5 years. Undergraduate and graduate classes from 
Anthropology, Geography, Geology, and Integrative Biology have similarly made use of the FP. 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Satellite image of FP. 

 

The FP comprises roughly a square mile of land (Figure 1), located north of Fletcher Avenue, roughly 
between the Golf Course and Riverfront Park. It has been administered by the Biology (and 
subsequently, Integrative Biology) Department since 1960s, with the goals of conservation, teaching, 
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and research. Starting in the 1970s, a series of experimental burn plots were established, mainly along 
Fletcher, and controlled burns were conducted until 2005. Since then it has been difficult to meet the 
regulatory standards for prescribed fires, and they have not been conducted in the last few years. The 
FP has been protected for many years by being incorporated in the Master Plan. 
 

HOW THE FP IS USED 

TEACHING 

 
The FP provides a resource unlike any other for courses. In the last several years, the FP has been used 
by these classes: 

 Principles of ecology (PCB3043L) 

 Population biology (PCB6462C) 

 Statistical ecology (PCB6455) 

 Wetland environments (EVR4027) 

 Ecosystems of Florida (EVR4930) 

 Soils in archaeological research (ANG 
6115.001) 

 Diversity and evolution of plants (BSC4933) 

 Hydrogeology field methods (GLY4947L) 

 Ecology of plants (BSC4933) 

 Ecohydrology (GLY6824) 

 Herpetology (BSC 5425) 
 

Moreover, numerous undergraduate students have 

participated in unstructured coursework, conducting research in the FP. In a typical year, some 15-20 

students gain research experience through this route. 

The FP has also provided an important resource for student research. A few examples of student 
research there within the last several years include: 

 Maria del Pilar Lopera Blair (Ph.D. student, IB): gene flow and speciation in Liatris. 

 Neal Halstead. (M.S., IB): fire in an urban habitat island 

 Dave Jennings (Ph.D. student, IB): competition between plants and animals 

 Stephanie Butera (Honors thesis, Anthropology): decomposition processes and soil 

chemistry 

 Additional research by Ph.D. students from University of California-Davis and Louisiana State 

University. 

 

  

Figure 2. Dr. Earl McCoy and students. 
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HOW THE FP IS USED 

FACULTY RESEARCH 

 
A considerable number of short- and long-term faculty research projects 
are conducted in the FP. One can get an impression of the breadth of 
these projects by considering the following, all of which have been 
conducted within the last several years.  

 Dr. Erin Kimmerle (Anthropology): changes in experimental 

gravesites. 

 Dr. Mark Ross (Civil & Environmental Engineering): 

hydrology of Florida sandhills. 

 Dr. Ruiliang Pu (Geography): remote sensing to estimate 

environmental parameters. 

 Dr. Jason Rohr (Integrative Biology): causes of amphibian 

decline 

 Dr. Mark Rains (Geology): water availability to vegetation. 

 Shawn Landry (Architecture): urban forests. 

 Drs. Earl McCoy and Henry Mushinsky: studies of the gopher tortoise 

 
 
 

Over the years, USF’s ability to attract externally funded research 
grants has been considerably strengthened by the FP. In some cases, 
the FP itself proved to be the location of funded research, such as in 
the 2002 NSF grant (for $2.2 million) to E. D. McCoy and H. 
Mushinsky on “upper respiratory tract disease and environmentally 
threatened gopher tortoises.” In other cases, research at the FP 
provided the initial data to support the case for external grants. 
 
Perhaps the most telling measure of the FP’s importance for research 
at USF is the list of more than 70 peer-reviewed publications based 
on research there. 
 
 
 

 

  

Figure 4. The sandhill habitat has been the 

site of much student and faculty research. 

Figure 3. Experimental grave site 

research. 
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HOW THE FP IS USED 

SERVICE 

 
In recent years, the FP committee, together with the Botanical Garden, has organized wildflower walks 
involving dozens of people from the community. Tampa Audubon Society conducted a segment of its 
Christmas Bird Count in the FP. 
 
The FP directly abuts Riverfront Park. We have cooperated with the Campus Recreation department to 
develop a self-guided nature walk through the FP, to educate students. 

 

THE FUTURE OF THE FP 

The FP has, for several decades, been a resource of considerable value to USF as an outdoor classroom, 
and as the laboratory for many studies. We believe it is possible for the University to get more value 
from the FP in both of these respects, and in some others as well. The value of the FP in both of these 
senses stems from the fact that it is a stone’s throw from the main campus, yet is large and relatively 
wild, and has diverse habitats.  
 
Two other aspects of the FP make it particularly valuable for research. First, it preserves the last 
remaining sizable patch of sandhill habitat in the area. Many species of animals and plants that depend 
on this kind of habitat and are present in the FP would otherwise be absent from a substantial area. 
Second, the FP is near the edge of a substantial “island” of undeveloped land that is surrounded by 
increasing urbanization. This presents numerous opportunities for research, teaching, and community 
outreach. This also means that the FP plays an 
important role in such ecosystem functions as 
CO2 uptake and regulation of runoff, and thus 
its preservation may be increasingly important 
to the university. 
 
Finally, the Department of Anthropology has 
special interest in some areas of the FP. These 
may be important in future research, but in any 
event the university has a legal obligation to 
protect the resource.  

MANAGEMENT ISSUES & 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

There are a number of management issues 
facing the FP and the university’s ability to use it 
more effectively. Our central recommendations 
involve institutionalizing USF’s support for the 
FP’s mission. Here we outline the particular issues faced by the FP, and recommend ways in which they 
may be addressed. 

 

Figure 5. The extensive wetlands in the FP are an important part of 

USF's interaction with the environment of Tampa Bay, and also 

provide opportunities for teaching and research. 
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PUBLIC FACE 

At present the FP has no public face save some web pages on the IB Department’s web site. There is a 
fence along Fletcher Ave., and the gates have faded signs telling the public that they may not trespass. 

 Recommendation 1: develop an attractive web site for the FP. A well-maintained website will 

prove useful for those interested in research or teaching there. It will also be an important 

avenue by which USF can publicize its preservation of this important resource. 

 Recommendation 2: install new signage. New signage along Fletcher Avenue and at trails that 

enter the FP from adjacent properties can be a low-cost way of simultaneously reducing 

trespassing and publicizing USF’s mission. 

 

MANAGEMENT 

Land management issues include physical maintenance of fencing and fire lanes, control of invasive 
species (including feral hogs as well as such plant 
pests as Melaleuca and cogongrass), and 
maintenance of signs. 
Both trespassing and poaching occur in the FP with 
some regularity. Much of the trespassing is benign, 
but it requires regular checking both because USF 
may face liability issues and because some 
trespassers may cause fires. Similarly, incidents of 
poaching have occurred in the FP. Here the principle 
concern is the safety of those involved in teaching or 
research.  

 
 
 

 Recommendation 3: establish a Director of the FP as part of a faculty position. The Director’s job 

would be to expand and coordinate research and teaching in the FP, seek external funding for 

the FP, and coordinate the use of the FP in public outreach work. We envision this as 

constituting a significant part of a faculty appointment. 

 Recommendation 4: Hire a manager for the FP. At least initially, this can be a half-time position. 

The manager would report to the Director. The manager will, among other duties, coordinate 

and conduct much of the regular maintenance work, check many areas for signs of unauthorized 

use, supervise the maintenance of a database on permitted uses, and prepare and organized 

prescribed burning. 

 Recommendation 5: Provide an annual budget for maintenance and management. 

Figure 6. We need to manage the FP’s resources. 
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PRESCRIBED BURNING 

Fire is a key feature of Florida ecosystems, and this is true in the FP. Many of the habitats in the FP are 
normally fire-dependent. Moreover, many species – especially the threatened gopher tortoises – 
depend strongly on frequent fire to maintain appropriate habitat. Without fire, the value of the FP to 
USF will decline. Moreover, without a fire program, the chance of wildfire – started by lightning strikes, 
cigarettes or sparks from passing vehicles, or by trespassers – greatly increases, and as fuel accumulates, 
the potential liability to the university increases as well. 
 
Faculty in the IB Department have conducted prescribed fire in the sandhill portion of the FP, but in 
recent years regulations and lack of resources have made this quite difficult to do. Because the FP is in 
an urban setting, permits for prescribed fires can only be issued under a narrow range of weather 
conditions. However, burning also requires trained and licensed personnel, and proper equipment – 
none of which the IB Department nor the university have. 

 Recommendation 6: Purchase 

appropriate equipment for 

maintaining fire lanes, or (more likely) 

contract with others to provide the 

equipment. 

 Recommendation 7: work with urban 

forestry professionals to inventory 

the biological resources of the FP and 

develop a burning plan. 

 Recommendation 8: contract with 

others to conduct the prescribed 

burning. 

 

 

GROWING THE FP’S USE 

Key to the success of the FP will be to develop new opportunities. These include interactions between 

departments to use the FP in new and creative ways, proposals for research grants, proposals for grants 

to the FP as an institution, development of small courses, public tours, and interactions with other 

universities and government agencies. 

 

 Recommendation 9: provide university resources and connections to the Director. The Director 

position needs to be meaningful. The University can provide important support in several ways, 

for example, by collaborating on fund-raising with the Director. 

Figure 3. The FP has been one of USF's best-kept secrets. It's time to 

make it one of our best-known assets. 



 
 

7 

 

 Recommendation 10: establish an Advisory Board. The board would be composed of 

representatives of those USF departments with a stake in the FP, as well as representatives from 

the community. The mission would be to support the Director’s efforts to develop new 

opportunities.  

 

 Recommendation 11: seek membership in national organizations of research stations. Doing so 

will help establish USF’s presence in organized environmental research, and will encourage 

cross-fertilization of ideas with other universities. 
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