


Estuarine Ecology
Gulf water from Lemon Bay flows into Wildflower 
Preserve via Lemon Creek inlet and a large culvert 
under Placida Road. However, as it approaches the road, 
the inlet is quite constricted with vegetation and the 
historical free flow of water in Lemon Creek may be 
reduced. Within Wildflower Preserve there are a series 
of interconnected tidally influenced ponds. One branch 
of Lemon Creek leads on into Lemon Lake in 
Amberjack Preserve to the south. During the winter and 
spring dry season, this estuarine system becomes 
hypersaline, and some of the ponds and Lemon Lake 
may dry up entirely. In the summer and fall rainy season 
this watershed is periodically flushed with freshwater 
runoff. 

Nutrient levels are high due to rapid decomposition of 
mangrove and/or marsh detritus. In turn, this decay 
results in lowered oxygen levels and elevated hydrogen 
sulfide. Runoff carrying lawn fertilizers or partially 
treated sewage can cause algal blooms which may 
further tip the balance toward anoxia. Estuaries are rich, 
highly productive environments; but the balance is 
delicate and easily disrupted.

Biodiversity is low in estuaries with harsh abiotic 
conditions; however, organisms able to tolerate these 
conditions can exist in dense productive populations. 
Those same species may not be able to compete as well 
in oxygenated marine or freshwater environments with 
more normal salinities.

Representative Fauna

The tidal ponds of Lemon Creek and their fringing 
mangroves provide an excellent protected tarpon  
nursery.

Tarpon have an unusual life cycle. They spend the first 
six months or so of their lives at sea as eel-like 

Feeding on these fish and crustaceans—as well as on 
mollusks and worms in the mud—are a wide variety of 
shorebirds such as herons, egrets, and spoonbills. In fact 
Lemon Lake is a premier birding spot in Charlotte 
County. 

Reclaiming Wildflower
The initial response of volunteers has been 
overwhelmingly enthusiastic. Local residents donated 
generously to the fund to purchase Wildflower. 
Volunteers have loaned chain saws, a tractor with a bush 
hog, and lots of sweat and fatigue in the battle against 
the rampant overgrowth of Brazilian pepper.

Bill Dunson has spent many hours cutting bush and 
building trails, trapping fish and crabs, observing plants 
and animals, 
documenting his 
findings with photos, 
and writing 
informative articles.

You can help keep 
the watershed 
healthy by using 
fertilizer sparingly 
and in timed-release, 
targeted applications. 

Get involved! Any 
donations of your 
time, talents, sweat, 
money, or equipment 
are greatly 
appreciated.

planktonic larvae. Then they migrate inshore and 
metamorphose into juveniles which follow the inlets 
into tidal estuarine ponds. They have a competitive edge 
in this environment because of their ability to “breathe” 
air using a modified swim bladder. 

Tarpon are primarily fish-eaters but will also eat 
crustaceans. 

Blue crabs and a 
variety of small 
fish have been 
caught in fish 
traps set in 
Wildflower’s 
estuarine ponds. 

Among these are mosquitofish, sail-fin mollies, and fat 
sleepers. Note the upturned mouth of the mosquitofish 
in the next photo. Their strategy for dealing with 
hypoxic conditions is to skim along the water’s surface 
where the oxygen content is higher.

Wildflower Preserve:
Western Tidal Estuary

Historical Perspective
Wildflower Preserve is a seventy-eight acre, abandoned 
golf course that was purchased by Lemon Bay 
Conservancy in September 2010. The northwestern 
corner of the property is located at the intersection of 
Placida Road and Gasparilla Pines Boulevard in 
Charlotte County near Englewood, Florida.

When the Wildflower Golf Course was built, borrow pits 
were dug in some areas to create water hazards, and the 
resulting fill was used to elevate greens and golf cart 
pathways. The site was landscaped with native and 
exotic plants. 

Although some uncertainty exists about when the golf 
course was abandoned, one local seasonal resident 
reported that when he went North in April of 2005 the 
course was functional; but, upon his return in November, 
he was amazed at how much it was already overgrown.

With the help of an enthusiastic crew of volunteers, the 
Conservancy plans to restore the property to a more 
natural ecosystem and encourage the growth of native 
wild flowers. 

Representative Flora
Before development, the habitat would likely have been 
hydric pine/palmetto flatwoods with inland scrub oak 
and coastal mangroves. 

Mangroves continue to dominate the edges of the 
Lemon Creek estuarine system at the western end of 
Wildflower Preserve. And patches of overgrown grass 
still indicate the locations of many of the former greens 
and fairways. 

However, exotic invasive Brazilian pepper (Schinus 
terebinthifolius) and native pioneer salt bush (Baccharis 
halimifolia) have aggressively moved into other areas of 
the property.

Brazilian pepper was introduced to Florida in the 1840’s 
and arrived in Charlotte County about 1959. Following 
its introduction it was actively distributed as an 
ornamental and called “Florida holly.” Unfortunately it 
proved a hardy, aggressive invader, tolerant of droughts, 
flooding, and elevated soil salinity. It can out-compete 
natives—especially under adverse conditions or in 
disturbed environments—invading pine forests, 
hardwood hammocks, the inland side of coastal dunes, 
abandoned farmland, roadsides, canal banks, and 
disturbed or elevated areas of mangrove swamps. 

Brazilian pepper—in the same plant family as mango, 
poison ivy, and poison oak—has an aromatic sap that 
can cause skin reactions in some sensitive people. So be 
cautious when cutting this plant.

Another abundant colonizer is salt bush, a somewhat 
confusing common name applied to various plants in 
widely divergent families. Salt bush is found growing 
along the edges of salt and freshwater marshes, sloughs, 
old fields, and disturbed areas, both wet and dry. The 
fluffy white seeds of female saltbush plants blow in the 
wind in the late fall and are sometimes referred to as 
“Florida snow.” 

Other early colonizers noted at Wildflower Preserve 
were Spanish needles (Bidens alba) and dog fennel 
(Eupatorium capillifolium). Salt bush, Spanish needles 
and dog fennel are all native species, yet  they are quite 
invasive under the right conditions. These pioneers will 
gradually be shaded out by progeny of the few old oaks 
and pines on the property. Some new oak and pine 
seedlings and saplings are already appearing.
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