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Project Overview

W

ulfert Bayous is the largest unprotected property on Sanibel Island, and is adjacent to the J.N.
“Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge. Its 68 acres are important to many species of native
and migratory birds including a host of neotropical songbirds, as well as bobcats, gopher tortoises,
reintroduced burrowing owls and other native wildlife and plants.
Wulfert Bayous is now under threat. The property is owned by a developer with a permitted plan to
construct twenty-nine luxury homes, threatening Sanibel’s watershed and wildlife with chemical runoff
from lawns and impervious surfaces.
With conservation and habitat restoration, species such as the roseate spoonbill, white ibis, wood
stork and others would use Wulfert Bayous as a rookery, establishing nesting and breeding habitats.
Conserving and restoring Wulfert Bayous would:
•

Enhance wildlife habitat.

•

Help restore colonial waterbirds with suitable nesting habitat for more than 100 breeding pairs.

•

Secure a wildlife corridor between the 6,474-acre J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge and
other conservation lands on the northern end of Sanibel.

•

Help alleviate the water quality crisis surrounding Sanibel by strengthening watershed protection,
natural filtration, and groundwater recharge.

•

Provide visitor and environmental education opportunities.

•

Provide climate change resilience through the property’s uplands and wetland restoration.

The proposed restoration plan has sought input and received support from nationally renowned wading
bird and avian restoration ecologists: Dr. Peter Frederick, University of Florida; Dr. Jerry Lorenz, National
Audubon Society; Lori Oberhofer, National Park Service; Dr. Dale Gawlik, Florida Atlantic University;
Dr. Ken Meyer, Avian Research and Conservation Institute; and Dr. Stephen Kress, National Audubon
Society.

C o n s e r v i n g a n d re s t o r i n g Wu l f e r t B ayo u s , t h e
l a r g e s t u n p ro t e c t e d p ro p e r t y o n S a n i b e l ,
w i l l p ro t e c t w a t e r q u a l i t y,
benefit up to 70 species of water birds,
m i g r a t o r y w a t e r f o w l a n d n e o t ro p i c a l b i r d s , a n d
p ro v i d e a m a z i n g v i s i t o r o p p o r t u n i t i e s .

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service would take on the management responsibilities of Wulfert Bayous. It
would become a vital addition to the J.N.“Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) and its mission.
Wulfert Bayous is a detailed, urgent project but it has the significant advantage of “Ding” Darling Wildlife
Society’s (DDWS) willingness to purchase an option to acquire the property. This will provide time
to raise important private philanthropic support at a minimum of $3 million toward the $9.5 million
acquisition cost.
The DDWS is also pursuing funding opportunities from Lee County Conservation 20/20, state (Florida
Forever), and federal government (Natural Resource Damage Assessment - NRDA and National Fish
and Wildlife Foundation - NFWF) for both acquisition and restoration.

Wulfert Bayous at a Glance

• Size: The property spans 68 acres, making it the largest undeveloped property on Sanibel
Island.
• Water bird restoration: The proposed colonial water bird restoration furthers the goals
of Gulf of Mexico and Greater Everglades Ecosystem Restoration Plans.
• Migratory bird stopover: Wulfert Bayous would help with the J.N.“Ding” Darling NWR’s
purpose of providing suitable habitat for migratory birds. Either used as stopover or nesting
site, a great diversity of migratory waterfowl and neotropical birds moving through the Atlantic
Flyway would benefit from Wulfert Bayous’ wetland and upland habitat.
• Wildlife corridor: The property is adjacent to the J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife
Refuge and would provide a valuable corridor between the Refuge and other protected lands
on Sanibel Island.
• Water quality: It is critical to protect Wulfert Bayous to prevent substantial nutrient
pollutants from a luxury subdivision that compromises Sanibel’s water quality. Conserving
and restoring the wetlands of Wulfert Bayous will improve water quality through watershed
protection, natural filtration and groundwater recharge.
• Coastal uplands: The property contains rare coastal scrub habitat on Sanibel, important
for gopher tortoises, burrowing owls, and listed species of plants.
• Public use: The property will provide environmental education and interpretation to children
and adults and create world-class birding and wildlife viewing opportunities.
• Cost: The estimated acquisition cost of Wulfert Bayous is $9.5 million and
restoration and improved visitor infrastructure cost is up to $5 million, scalable to the funding
available.
• Project priority: Acquisition and restoration of

Wulfert Bayous is the number

one priority of the J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge Complex.

egrets, snowy egrets, reddish egrets, great blue
herons, little blue herons, tricolored herons,
green herons, yellow-crowned night herons,
black-crowned night-herons and brown pelicans.
To create a substantial rookery site and provide
protection for the nesting pairs, alligator basking
sites would be developed in the adjacent
wetlands, as alligators naturally protect nesting
wading birds from predators such as raccoons
and rats. This mutually beneficial relationship
will enhance the functionality of Wulfert Bayous

Enhancing Wildlife Habitat

T

he Wulfert Bayous project would restore
and enhance thirty-one acres of wetlands
by creating mangrove nesting islands, removing
and controlling invasive and exotic plants such
as Australian Pine and Brazilian Pepper, and
restoring native plant species.
Wulfert Bayous comprises highest priority
natural resources and a great diversity of natural
communities, including sixteen acres of high
priority functional mangrove wetlands. The
existing mangroves provide appropriate nursery
habitat for fish and crustaceans that are an
important food source for wading birds, raptors,
and others. In addition, the project would

restore fifteen acres of wetlands that were filled
in during the 1960s and are currently colonized
by invasive plants.
The property also offers exceptional coastal
scrub upland habitats associated with Sanibel
Island’s highest ridge, which runs through the
center of the property and provides important
habitat for native plants and wildlife.
The restoration efforts would create suitable
nesting habitat for more than 100 breeding
pairs of wading birds, including those injured
during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill such as
wood storks, roseate spoonbills, white ibis, great

wetland habitats and provide suitable resources
to the great diversity of species present in the
adjoining conservation lands.
Wulfert Bayous would also restore unique
upland habitat for gopher tortoises, reintroduced
burrowing owls, and several species of threatened
and endangered plants such as the barbed wire
cactus.
Wulfert Bayous also has one of Sanibel Island’s
active bald eagle’s nests.

Everglades and Gulf Waterbird Restoration

T

he conservation and restoration of Wulfert
Bayous supports the state of Florida’s goals
and objectives of a long-term preservation
of natural and wildlife resources. The project
forwards the goals and objectives of the Gulf of
Mexico and the Greater Everglades Ecosystem
Restoration Plans. These plans aim to conserve
habitat and its functional quality, improve
water quality and flow, enhance recreational
activities, and protect living coastal and marine
resources. This includes the recovery of wading
bird populations impacted by the Deepwater

Horizon spill to healthy numbers.
Wulfert Bayous restoration would provide
suitable nesting habitat for at least twelve species
of wading birds as well as indirect benefits
to the more than seventy species of water
birds and marine mammals. The recovery and
enhancement of natural habitats within Wulfert
Bayous would also improve water quality and
coastal and marine resources that would greatly
benefit native vegetation and a large array of
terrestrial and marine wildlife such as the West
Indian manatee.

Restoring
Wulfer t Bayous
would create
nesting habitat for
more than 100
breeding pairs of
wading birds.

Connective Landscape and Wildlife Corridor

Improving Water Quality

W

ulfert Bayous is a key corridor between
the 6,474-acre J.N. “Ding” Darling
National Wildlife Refuge and conservation lands
found on the northwestern tip of Sanibel around
Bowman’s Beach Park and Clam Bayou Preserve
wetlands.
Clam Bayou Preserve is a 170-acre estuarine
ecosystem restoration and preservation project.
Together, these areas serve as an important

migratory stopover for many birds of the Atlantic
Flyway, and provide foraging and nesting habitat
for many Gulf of Mexico colonial wading birds.
Wulfert Bayous would connect both areas by
providing additional nesting and stopover habitat
for wading bird populations and migratory birds,
as well as serve as a wildlife corridor for the
terrestrial species such as gopher tortoise and
diamondback terrapin.

ood water quality is crucial for Sanibel
Island’s marine life, wildlife, plants and
communities. The Wulfert Bayous property and
its surrounding estuaries are highly relevant to
the island’s ecosystem integrity preservation and
water quality improvement. Conserving Wulfert
Bayous’ natural ecosystems would be a strategic
long-term investment in improving water quality.

G

Nutrient Management Plan. Further, restoring
fifteen acres of freshwater wetlands would
help store significant water runoff and remove
the excessive nutrients, thereby enhancing
watershed protection and water quality of
Sanibel, J.N “Ding” Darling NWR, the Charlotte
Harbor/Caloosahatchee Estuaries, and the Gulf
of Mexico.

If protected, Wulfert Bayous existing wetlands
would continue to naturally purify water from
the adjoining subdivisions and golf courses,
which had the highest pollutant concentrations
in Sanibel Island according to the Sanibel

The conservation and restoration of Wulfert
Bayous would prevent further pollution from
being washed into the estuary waters and in
turn help filtrate excessive nutrients and serve
as water storage through natural processes.

Climate Change Resilience

O

ne of the highest ridges on Sanibel Island
runs along the eastern edge of Wulfert
Bayous, endowing this property with a high
degree of resilience to climate change. Protecting
this property would secure an interim stronghold
for wading birds as habitat shifts in the face of
sea level rise.
The preservation and restoration of wetlands
within Wulfert Bayous will also serve as water
storage and help prevent catastrophic damage
from high speed winds from hurricanes or
tropical storms. In the absence of wetlands,
runoff would wash to the estuary and/or cause
flooding in the nearby areas.

Public Use

W

ulfert Bayous would be able to reach
visitors of the J.N. “Ding” Darling
National Wildlife Refuge. Situated at the end of
Wildlife Drive, this property has the potential
to provide a unique experience to visitors by
increasing the variety of educational, interpretive
and recreational opportunities for hikers,
bicyclists and visiting school groups.

for children and adults. Wulfert Bayous would
provide the public with the opportunity to
observe migratory birds, wetlands and wading
birds, and to learn about their role in the
ecology of the Gulf of Mexico and the Greater
Everglades Ecosystem. This project also strongly
underscores the broad importance of preserving
good water quality.

Project plans for Wulfert Bayous include wetland
restoration with nesting islands, a hiking trail,
a wetland viewing platform with interpretive
panels, and an outdoor classroom. These
advances will ensure the property would provide
wildlife habitat and watershed improvement as
well as outstanding public use benefits including
environmental education, interpretation, and
world-class wildlife recreation opportunities

Wulfert Bayous would provide an outstanding
opportunity for an outdoor classroom for
Refuge Rangers to bring classes of students for
environmental education purposes and enhance
their learning experience. Students, local visitors,
and wildlife enthusiasts would be able to explore,
discover, and learn the land ethic for conserving
and protecting our precious resources.

Elements of a Nesting Island

Location and Dimensions:
• Area of 5-25 acres.
• Distance from human activity >350 ft or use of vegetation barriers to prevent disturbance.
• Water depth >1.5 ft during the breeding season for better predator protection.
• Shallow water (2”-8”) extending 15 ft to 90 ft in selected areas to provide seclusion by the
growth of emergent vegetation, and create a foraging area for post-fledgling birds.
• Elevation difference > 2 ft to aerate roots during the dry season but also allowing the island
to flood during the wet season.
Island Characteristics:
• Sinuous shape would increase visibility of predators.
• Mixture of deep and shallow water surrounding the island to create a safe
environment during the breeding season and prevent vegetation growth. This also provides a
foraging learning area for young birds.
• Diverse vegetation structure to create suitable nesting conditions for the different wading
bird species. Artificial nesting structures could also be provided.
• Presence of alligators to further reduce the presence of mammalian predators on the island.
• Use of bird and alligator decoys and bird calls to attract the targeted bird species and facilitate
the establishment of a colony.

Conservation Outcomes

I

f protected and restored, Wulfert Bayous can provide the following benefits to wildlife conservation
and outdoor education opportunities on Sanibel Island:

•

Benefit up to 70 species of water birds, migratory waterfowl and neotropical birds. Restore colonial
water bird habitat and rookeries for roseate spoonbill, wood stork, white ibis and herons and egrets

•

Provide additional habitat for gopher tortoises, reintroduced burrowing owls and several rare and
threatened plant species, and support a breeding pair of bald eagles.

•

Create a wildlife corridor between the J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge and Bowman’s
Beach and Clam Bayou Preserve.

•

Prevent the increase in nitrogen and phosphorous concentrations from impervious surfaces and
lawn chemicals on the nearby waters, which already contain high nutrient levels.

•

Prevent an increase in residential runoff into these waters by preserving a significant sand ridge
upland that is one of the highest on Sanibel.

•

Enhance watershed protection and water quality of Sanibel,“Ding” Darling NWR, the Gulf of Mexico,
and the Charlotte Harbor/Caloosahatchee Estuary.

•

Secure an interim stronghold for wading birds as habitat shifts in the face of sea level rise.

•

Remove invasive plant species including Australian pine and Brazilian pepper.

•

Increase recreation, environmental education and interpretation for visitors through a hiking and
bicycle trail, an overlook with interpretive panels and kiosk, and an outdoor classroom. Visitors and
students will be able to explore, discover, and learn the land ethic for conserving and protecting our
precious resources.
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