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Introduction   

Recent changes in gopher tortoise protections have created an opportunity for landowners to 

produce additional income on their land by receiving gopher tortoises displaced from 

development sites.  To receive gopher tortoises, you must first certify the land as a Gopher 

Tortoise Recipient Site.  

 

Pandion can guide landowners through the maze of 

requirements necessary to take advantage of this 

income opportunity, with our many years of 

experience managing endangered species impacted 

by development.  We created this guide to assist 

landowners who are interested in perusing the income 

opportunity provided by receiving displaced gopher 

tortoises. Our intent is to provide a summary of the 

key points you should consider when deciding to 

enter this program.  

 

Included in this packet are: 

1. Requirements for Gopher Tortoise Recipient Sites 

2. How to Certify Your Site 

3. Operation and Management of Your Site 

 

We are excited about this new opportunity that will benefit gopher tortoises and landowners 

choosing to conserve their land.  We hope this information packet helps you decide if receiving 

gopher tortoises is right for you.   

 

Please call Pandion if you have any questions or would like to know how we can serve you.   

 

Pandion Systems, Inc. 

(352) 372-4747  

www.pandionsystems.com  

 

 

http://www.pandionsystems.com/
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Requirements  for Gopher Tortoise Recipient Sites  

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) allows relocation of gopher 

tortoises to both protected (conservation easement or other land protection document) and 

unprotected recipient sites.  

 

The new regulations provide a substantial financial incentive to developers for using protected 

sites. As a result, Pandion fully expects protected sites to be the choice for relocation where they 

are available. Therefore, landowners with protected sites have the greatest opportunity to benefit 

from this program and thus are the focus for this guide. If your land is not protected now, you 

can begin the protection process and still make an application to become a Gopher Tortoise 

Recipient Site. 

 

FWC requirements fall into two categories (acceptable and desirable) that determine how many 

tortoises you can receive on your site.  Pandion can help you assess whether your site meets the 

FWC requirements.  

General Site Requirements  

1. Does the site have enough appropriate gopher tortoise habitat? 

Uplands are considered contiguous if two areas are within 1,000 feet and are not separated by a 

physical obstacle that would prevent movement of tortoises between the areas. 

 

Acceptable: A minimum of 40 acres of 

contiguous uplands.  

Desirable: 200 or more acres of contiguous 

uplands.  

 

2. Are the soils appropriate for gopher 

tortoises? 

Acceptable: Moderately to excessively-drained 

soils with depth to water table of at least 1.5 feet. 

Desirable: Well-drained soils with depth to water 

table of at least 4.3 feet. 

 

3. Is the vegetation compatible with gopher tortoise habitat? 

Vegetation should include grasses as well as broad-leaved plants in the legume and sunflower 

families. 

 

Acceptable: Average herbaceous groundcover of at least 30% and average tree canopy cover of 

less than 60%.   

Desirable: At least 50% groundcover and less than 40% tree canopy cover. 

 

4. How many tortoises can the site take? 

FWC requires an authorized agent (FWC certified consultant, such as Pandion) to survey the 

proposed recipient site for tortoise burrows to estimate the baseline tortoise population density.  
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The number of gopher tortoises that can be moved to your site is determined by subtracting the 

baseline density from the maximum allowable density based on the site characteristics above. 

 

Acceptable sites may receive relocated tortoises up to a density of 2 tortoises per acre.  

Desirable sites may increase the allowable density up to 4 tortoises per acre. 

Additional Requirements  

In addition to the general site requirements above, the following items are required for a Gopher 

Tortoise Recipient site. 

 

Management Plan: Ensuring site conditions 

remain favorable for Tortoises 

Applications for recipient site certification must be 

accompanied by a detailed management plan.  The 

plan must document existing conditions on the 

proposed recipient site, include management goals 

and timelines, and describe actions that will be 

taken to enhance and perpetuate site characteristics 

for gopher tortoises.  Pandion provides this service 

as part of site certification process. 

 

Site Protection: Better for the tortoises and the landowner 

FWC regulations require that the landowner have a conversation easement for the recipient site 

in order to classify it as protected. As mentioned above, there is a substantial financial incentive 

for developers to use protected sites when relocating tortoises.  Documentation of land protection 

must be submitted with the application in the form of an existing or draft conservation easement 

or land protection documents.  Pandion can make sure that your documentation meets FWC 

requirements.  If you would like to protect your site to take advantage of this opportunity, 

Pandion can refer you to a land trust that will initiate the protection process.  

 

Monitoring  Report: FWC report card for r ecipient sites 

FWC requires a preparation of a monitoring report that must be submitted to FWC every 3 years. 

This report should include percent cover of herbaceous groundcover plants, percent shrub and 

tree canopy cover, estimate of tortoise densities, and description of management activities 

undertaken and proposed. Pandion provides this service as part of operating the recipient site. 

 

Allowable Activities: What else can be done on a recipient site? 

Silviculture, livestock grazing, wildlife habitat management, hunting, and low-impact recreation 

(i.e., hiking, biking, and equestrian) are allowed by FWC on the recipient site. 
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How to Certify Your Site  

Because the tortoises are protected, FWC requires an authorized agent, such as Pandion, to 

complete the necessary assessments for site certification and handle all tortoise relocations 

during site operation.   

 

With Pandion, you have a partner that can assess and certify your site, market it to developers 

who need to relocate tortoises, and handle all tortoise relocations during site operation ï which is 

what generates the fee to the landowner. We can also manage the land for gopher tortoises and 

prepare the necessary monitoring reports. 

 

Work with a  Professional Gopher Tortoise Consultant  

Pandion has the staff, experience, and professional credibility 

to guide you through the certification process, conduct every 

assessment required for your application, and bring tortoises to 

your site.  Pandion regularly works with developers to 

indentify the need for relocating tortoises and then finding an 

appropriate recipient site. By working with Pandion, you are 

working with an FWC authorized agent that is involved with a 

wide range of developments offering many opportunities for 

tortoise placement.  

 

Pandion Performs the Necessary Assessments 

Pandionôs field staff confirms contiguous acreage, determines 

suitability of soils, performs a vegetation assessment, and then 

calculates the number of tortoises your site can receive. This 

information is then summarized in a report with GIS Maps and site data, confirming that the site 

meets requirements. You now have an opportunity to decide if the program fits your needs. 

 

Site Application Process 
Once a landowner decides to move forward, Pandion works with you to complete the application 

for submittal to FWC for approval. The results from the field activities are submitted along with 

the required management plan, financial assurance method (proof the landowner can afford to 

manage the site), FWC conservation easement requirements, and applicable fees. Pandion then 

tracks the application review and approval process with FWC. Once approved, Pandion markets 

your site to developers and handles tortoise relocations to your site. 
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Operation and Maintenance of Your Site  

After approval is received from FWC to operate a Gopher Tortoise Recipient Site, then 

relocation of tortoises and the implementation of the management plan begins. A summary of 

these activities is included here. 

 

Pandion Relocates Tortoises from Development Projects to Your Recipient Site 

Gopher tortoises may only be relocated by authorized agents as part of an approved Conservation 

Permit that stipulates the number of tortoises to be relocated from a particular development 

project to a particular recipient site. Because Pandion regularly surveys development sites and 

relocates gopher tortoises, we are in a unique position to actively market your site to developers. 

 

Manage Your Site for Gopher Tortoise Habitat 

As the recipient site begins to receive tortoises, it must also comply with the management plan 

submitted as part of the application process. Each plan is developed for a specific site, however 

FWC recommends the following management actions to perpetuate tortoise habitat: 

1. Prescribed fire < every 5 years 

2. Timber harvest to thin canopy cover (pines primarily) 

3. Mechanical treatment of shrubs, brush, and trees 

4. Herbicide treatment of shrubs, brush, and trees 

5. Avoid roller-chopping in areas of high burrow densities 

6. Control invasive exotic plants such as cogongrass 

 

Many of landowners are already 

implementing some or all of these practices 

and they can continue as long as they follow 

the plan submitted.  If all or parts or the 

management plan are not currently 

implemented by the landowner, Pandion has 

the staff and experience to conduct those 

management activities on behalf of the 

landowner. 

 

The Ti me to Act is Now  

Operating a Gopher Tortoise Recipient Site can provide a nice source of passive income. The 

financial incentives for developers to use protected sites will create an increase in demand for 

protected recipient sites. What Pandion has been telling their clients is that given the application 

process, the earlier your start preparing your application for submittal the better. As with all new 

application processes, FWC will need some time to become efficient in review and approval of 

sites. This, combined with the expected demand, may eventually create some delay in the final 

approval of sites. So if you like the idea of conserving your land, while still getting to use it and 

increase the opportunity for passive income, donôt delay, give us a call today: (352) 372-4747.



 

Environmental Science, Research, Communications, and Training   www.pandionsystems.com 
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About Pandion Systems  

Pandion Systems, Inc. is an environmental science, research, 

communications, and training company with special expertise in 

providing ecological and communications services for residential 

and commercial development, especially as related to protected 

species, wetlands, springs and water resources, wildfire, and 

greenspace.  

  

Pandion was founded in 1997 with the goal to work on projects 

that focus on interactions between people and natural systems. 

As a result we have evolved into a unique consulting firm that 

pursues complex projects requiring creative approaches and 

solutions.  
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