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Executive Summary 

 

Martin Countyôs Ecosystem Restoration and Management Division manages approximately 500 

acres of conservation lands within Halpatiokee Regional Park.  The park is located just east of 

the Interstate 95 junction with Kanner Highway (Exit 101).  The conservation lands include 

parcels that were acquired for conservation purposes over the last several decades, and include 

parcels that were acquired using state funds through the Save or Rivers, Florida Communities 

Trust, Preservation 2000 and Conservation and Recreational Lands (CARL) programs and 

locally-generated funds. 

 

Martin County has chosen to develop this plan for the properties by incorporating state and local 

requirements into a single Management Plan for the ten-year period from 2018-2027.  The plan 

identifies and describes the acquisition history, the size, location and condition of existing 

vegetative communities, the results of floral and faunal surveys, including the presence of 

known Threatened and Endangered species, cultural resources and existing recreational 

opportunities. 

 

The Plan identifies Martin Countyôs intent to continue to manage properties within the Halpatiokee 

Regional Park for the dual purposes of ecosystem sustainability and habitat-appropriate, non-

consumptive public recreation.  Guiding principles include: 

 

1. Maintaining healthy ecosystems through standard land management techniques  

(e.g., re-introduction and use of fire or mechanical fuel reduction, where appropriate); 
 

2. Restoring vegetative communities that have been degraded; 
 

3. Controlling invasive non-native flora and fauna that adversely affect native ecosystems; 
 

4. Maintaining trails for public use (e.g., hiking, biking, cane/kayaking), and expanding or 

enhancing these features as may be warranted; 
 

5. Working with existing user groups and seeking opportunities to engage new user groups to 

maintain and/or enhance recreational opportunities that do not have significant adverse 

impacts on natural resources; 
 

6. Maintaining a collaborative relationship with managers and staff of Atlantic Ridge Preserve 

State Park, which abuts the property to the east; 
 

7. Maintaining collaborative relationships with state agencies, including the Florida Forest 

Service, the South Florida Water Management District, the Florida Communities Trust and 

the Florida Department of Environmental Protection; and 
 

8. Seeking to establish mutually beneficial relationships with other potential user groups whose 

activities would not be counterproductive to the primary goal of ecosystem conservation. 

 

The Plan was revised following input received at a public workshop and during a meeting with 

an advisory committee, and includes order-of-magnitude budgets and schedules. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION  

Halpatiokee Regional Park is located in east-central Martin County just east and south of the 

Kanner Highway Exit (Exit 101) off Interstate 95 (Figure 1 - Vicinity Map) in Township 39 

South, Range 41 East.  The address of the park is 7645 South River Road, Stuart, Florida, 

34997, and the public access to the park is approximately one mile south of Kanner Highway on 

two-lane Lost River Road.  An additional access road for use by park staff is located at the north 

end of the property, also off Lost River Road.  The property includes approximately four miles 

of river frontage on the west side of the South Fork of the St. Lucie River, and the adjoining 

property to the east is primarily Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park.  

During the last several decades, over 6,000 acres of upland, wetland and riverine habitats have 

been acquired for conservation and public recreation along the upper reaches of the South Fork 

of the St. Lucie River in Martin County.  At approximately 5,000 acres, the largest of these is 

the Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park, for which the State of Florida adopted a Unit 

Management Plan in 2005.  Six properties along the west side of the upper reaches of the South 

Fork of the St. Lucie River (Figure 2) which were purchased by governmental entities are 

managed by Martin County (County).  Management Plans with varying levels of detail were 

developed for Martin County and/or the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD) 

for some individual properties following their individual acquisitions.  The most recent of these 

previous management plans was a 32-page Plan developed in 2003 that covered two of the six 

parcels that are included in this plan.  At that time, public access was envisioned, but no specific 

public use plan had been developed.  Therefore, this 10-year update to the previous management 

plan includes updates and/or new sections and subsections on a broad variety of topics, most 

notably: 

ü Vegetative communities  

ü Threatened and Endangered species 

ü Hydrology 

ü Soils 

ü Control of invasive non-native flora and fauna 

ü Public Use 

ü Establishment and coordination with user groups 

ü Identification of goals, objectives, actions, budgets and schedules 

The parcels have been acquired using funds allocated by the State of Florida through various 

public land acquisition programs, including the Preservation 2000 (P 2000), the Florida 

Communities Trust (FCT), and the Save our Rivers program (which was administered by 

SFWMD), and Martin Countyôs Lands for You and Lands for Healthy Rivers programs. 

In 1999, Martin County began development of a Master Plan for Halpatiokee Park.  This effort 
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continued as additional parcels were acquired.  In 2006, the County determined that 

management of the park should focus on two areas: 

 
1. Resource Management.  Restoration and management of natural communities through 

removal and control of invasive non-native species and re-introduction of prescribed fire, 

where appropriate; and  

2. Including passive recreation such as: hiking biking, equestrian, fishing, canoeing, kayaking, 

boating (non-internal combustion engines), picnicking, camping, wildlife observation, and 

environmental studies.  

There is presently no admission fee charged for entrance to the park, nor is one proposed.  

Therefore, Martin County has made various improvements as funds have become available 

through standard budgeting processes and grants.  Today, the park provides residents and 

visitors with a high-quality resource-based outdoor recreation experience in what has become a 

highly urbanized region of Florida.   
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Figure 1 ï Halpatiokee Location Map 

Figure 1 - Halpatiokee Location Map 
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Figure 2 - Halpatiokee Parcel Map 

  

Figure 2 ï Halpatiokee Parcel Map 
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The designated uses of the property are for environmental conservation and non-consumptive 

public outdoor recreational activities that do not significantly affect natural resources.  Hunting, 

unauthorized use of off-road vehicles, use of power-assisted vehicles and collection of native 

plants and plant parts (e.g., palmetto berries) have been determined to be incompatible uses and 

are prohibited, except as permitted by Martin County.  A balance is sought between the goals of 

maintaining and enhancing natural conditions and providing various recreational opportunities.  

Natural resource management activities are aimed at protecting and enhancing natural systems.  

Development in the park is directed toward providing recreational facilities, in a reasonable 

balance, that are both convenient and safe. 

 

The park protects approximately 500 acres of watershed and approximately four miles of 

frontage on the South Fork of the St. Lucie River.  These lands provide habitat for sustainable 

populations of hundreds of species of native flora and fauna, including at least 13 species that 

are designated by the State of Florida as Endangered or Threatened.  The parkôs miles of hiking 

trails, biking trails, paddling trails and riverside campsite provide high-quality nature-based 

recreational opportunities for outdoor enthusiasts.  

In an effort to streamline planning efforts and more comprehensively address management 

needs, Martin County has elected to create a single Land Management Plan (LMP) that 

assimilates all the County-owned and County-managed conservation lands along the South Fork 

of the St. Lucie River in the Halpatiokee properties complex.  Doing so fulfill s the management 

plan requirements for both the FCT program lands and for properties leased from the Florida 

Division of State Lands.   

The purpose of this Land Management Plan is therefore to create a single document that 

includes: a) a history of County-related land acquisition projects along the South Fork; b) a 

replacement of the 2003 Management Plan that had been developed for portions of the property, 

c) descriptions of vegetative communities and notable species that are present within the mosaic 

of parcels; d) a compilation and identification of previous management and habitat restoration 

activities; e) input from the public, including those of a land management advisory committee; 

and f) identification of short-term and long-range management activities and their associated 

order-of-magnitude budgets. 

 

1.2 Purpose and Significance of the Park  

 

Halpatiokee Regional Park conserves over 500 acres of natural lands along the waterfront and in 

the watershed of the South Fork of the St. Lucie River, and provides easily-accessible 

recreational opportunities for residents and visitors to Martin County.  Following initial 

acquisition of tracts in the southern part of the property in the 1990s by the State of Florida 

through the Save Our Rivers program, Martin County has acquired additional properties to 

create a property that conserves native flora and fauna and offers a variety of nature-based 

recreational opportunities.   

The property attracts thousands of visitors annually who visit the property for hiking, off-road 

non-motorized biking, canoeing, kayaking, wildlife observation and other recreational pursuits.  

The property provides habitat for native flora and fauna, including endangered and threatened 

species, protects water quality in the South Fork, and allows for aquifer recharge.  
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1.3 Purpose and Scope of the Plan  

 

This plan serves as the basic statement of policy and direction for the management of 

Halpatiokee Regional Park.  It identifies the goals, objectives, actions and criteria or standards 

that guide each aspect of park administration, and sets forth the specific measures that will be 

implemented to meet management objectives and provide balanced public utilization.  The plan 

has been developed to meet the requirements of the Florida Communities Trust (which 

provided funding toward the acquisition) and the Florida Division of State Lands as required by 

Chapter 259, Section 032 of Florida Statutes for lease agreements on properties that are larger 

than 160-acres.  This plan supersedes previous versions of the Management Plan for the 

property.  

The plan consists of three interrelated components: a Resource Management Component, a 

Land Use Component and an Implementation Component.   

The Resource Management Component provides a detailed inventory and assessment of the 

natural and cultural resources of the park.  Resource management needs and issues are 

identified, and measurable management objectives are established for each of the park's 

management goals and resource types.  This component provides guidance on the application of 

such measures as prescribed burning, exotic species removal, imperiled species management, 

cultural resource management and restoration of native plant communities.  

The Land Use Component is the recreational resource allocation plan for the park.  It is based on 

a wide variety of considerations, including the identification of suitable points of access, hours 

of operation, population being served, adjacent land uses, natural and cultural resources within 

the park, and public uses.  

The Implementation Component consolidates the objectives and actions for each of the park's 

management goals.  Tables are included that address budgets and schedule over the ten year life 

of this management plan.  

All development and resource alterations proposed in this plan are subject to funding, the 

issuance of appropriate permits, easements, licenses, and other required legal instruments.  

Approval of the management plan does not constitute an exemption from complying with all 

applicable local, state and federal agency requirements.  

In the development of this plan, the potential of the park to accommodate secondary 

management purposes was analyzed.  This analysis considered the parkôs natural and cultural 

resources, management needs, aesthetic values, visitation and visitor experiences.  

For this park, it was determined that some recreational activities (e.g., off-road vehicle use, 

horseback riding) and no secondary purposes (e.g., hunting, timber harvesting, leases for 

grazing) could be accommodated in a manner that would not interfere with the primary purpose 

of environmental conservation and non-consumptive, resource-based outdoor recreation.  No 

portions of the property have been determined to be outside the intended uses that should be 



 

7 

considered surplus.  Uses such as water resource development projects, water supply projects, 

storm water management projects, linear facilities, harvesting of native plant products (e.g., 

palmetto berries) and sustainable agriculture and forestry (other than those forest management 

activities specifically identified in this plan) are not consistent with this plan.  

The dual uses of the property for conservation and nature-based recreation represent ñbalanced 

public utilizationò as defined by the State of Florida. 

 

1.4 Management Program Overview  

 

Management Authority and Responsibility  

The Martin County Ecosystem Restoration and Management Division (ER&M) manages 

environmentally sensitive lands when they are owned by the County and/or the County has been 

designated as the lead managing entity.  Management Plans are developed and adopted by the 

Board of County Commissioners on a property-by-property basis, with consideration given to 

the unique features of each tract, while complying with the Policies, Goals and Objectives 

contained in the Countyôs Comprehensive Growth Management Plan (CGMP) and existing 

Land Use and Zoning requirements, as follows. 

 

A. Goals and Objectives of the Management Plan 

 

1. Management Goal  

 

The overall goals of this project are to maintain the unique scenic, natural, cultural and 

historic features of the conservation areas within Halpatiokee Regional Park, protect these 

features from future adverse impacts, and to provide the public with site-appropriate 

outdoor recreational opportunities. 

 

The Halpatiokee parcels will be managed only for the conservation, protection and 

enhancement of natural resources, and for public outdoor recreation that is compatible 

with the conservation, protection and enhancement of the site. 

 

2. Objectives 

 

a. Preserve the unique scenic values, cultural and historic features of the site; 

 

b. Provide a linkage between Halpatiokee and other surrounding natural resource areas; 

 

c. Protect native plant communities, including floral and faunal species designated by 

the State (FWC and FDACS) and/or the federal government as Endangered, 

Threatened, Species of Special Concern, or Commercially Exploited; 

d. Provide for site-appropriate public access and recreation; 

 



 

8 

e. Restore vegetative communities to the extent feasible, and where appropriate, 

enhance the site to improve its biological function; and  

 

f. Educate the public about the unique scenic, natural, cultural, and historical features 

present on site. 

 

B. Comprehensive Plan Directives, Policies and Goals 

 

Martin County's Comprehensive Plan contains a number of requirements that protect and conserve 

natural resources and provide public access to waterways and diverse recreational opportunities.  

The following are several key examples of how the acquisition and restoration of the Halpatiokee 

Regional Park furthers Comprehensive Plan directives and goals. 

 

Chapter 9: Conservation, Open Space and Recreation Element 

 

The acquisition and management of Halpatiokee supports Goal A, Objective 9.1J, Policy 1 to 

acquire environmentally sensitive lands to protect unique, rare or endangered habitat, assure 

survival of listed wildlife  species, protect scenic water corridors and provide public access to open 

space. 

 

Acquisition of the project site furthers Objective 9.1G Policy 14, ensuring the preservation of 

native upland of sufficient size that enables individual wildlife  and plant species, that are rare, 

endangered, threatened, or of special concern, to survive on a long term basis. 

 

Chapter 7:  Recreation Element 

 

The acquisition supports Objective 7.1B, Policy 7 to seek acquisition of waterfront parks over 

and above the minimum Level of Service. 

 

Chapter 13:  Drainage and Natural Coastal Management Element 

 

The management of Halpatiokee supports Section Goal 13.1. to protect and improve the quantity 

and quality of Martin County's groundwater and surface water resources. 

 

The management of Halpatiokee site supports Goal 13.2. to improve water quality and management 

in the St. Lucie River and Estuary to attain and maintain a stable estuarine ecosystem capable of 

supporting healthy native seagrasses and oysters and their dependent species. 

 

Land Use 

 

The Land Use map for Halpatiokee (Appendix A) identifies the boundaries of three different Land 

Use categories on different portions of the property.  The eastern portion, along the South Fork of the 

St. Lucie River, is designated as Conservation (PS-2).  The northerly portions of the park, which 

include the recreational fields, are designated Recreational.  The southwesterly portion still retains 

the Estate Density designation that was assigned to it prior to its acquisition for conservation.  Martin 

County will pursue changing the designation of the southerly area to Public Conservation (See 
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Recommendations ï Section 3.1.4).  No adjacent land uses are in presently in conflict with the 

existing and planned uses of the property. 

 

FCT Acknowledgement 

 

Existing educational kiosks and signs at Halpatiokee identify the property as having been acquired 

with funds from the Florida Communities Trust and operated as a natural conservation area with 

passive recreational facilities.  The Project Site will be identified in all literature and advertising as 

having been acquired with funds from the Florida Communities Trust and operated as a natural 

conservation area with passive recreational facilities. 

 

Management Coordination  

The park is managed in coordination with a variety of state agencies and other county 

departments.  At the state level, the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, 

Florida Forest Service (FFS), assists County staff in the development of wildfi re emergency 

plans and provides the authorization required for prescribed burning. The Florida Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), assists staff i n the enforcement of state laws 

pertaining to wildlife , imperiled species management, freshwater fish and other aquatic lif e 

existing within the park, and has awarded grants for various park improvements.  The Division 

of Recreation and Parks within the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP) 

manages Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park, which abuts Halpatiokee on the east side of the 

South Fork.  The Florida Department of State, Division of Historical Resources (DHR) assists 

in identifying potential archaeological and historical sites.  As lessor of portions of Halpatiokee 

and regulator of surface water management systems, the SFWMD is both a partner and permit 

manager for management and hydrologic improvements in the park.  

Within the County, the Ecosystem Restoration and Management Division works 

collaboratively with a variety of other divisions and departments, including Engineering, the 

Metropolitan Planning Organization, Growth Management, Legal, and the Board of County 

Commissioners. 

1.5 Public Participation  

In June, 2017, Martin County provided opportunities for public input by both conducting a 

public workshop and convening an Advisory Group meeting to review and comment on the 

draft management plan.  The evening public hearing was conducted over a two-hour period in 

an open-house format.  Interested attendees were given the opportunity to discuss the draft plan 

with staff, and to provide oral and written comments and suggestions.  Approximately 30 

people attended the meeting.   

The purpose of the Advisory Group meeting was to provide the Advisory Group members, 

which includes collaborating agencies, (e.g., FWC, SFWMD, FDEP) and representatives of 

user groups (e.g., Florida Trails Association, Airborne Mountain Bike Club, Native Plant 

Society) an opportunity to discuss the draft management plan and provide any relevant input.   

A Prospectus summarizing the Management Plan was posted on the Countyôs website on May, 

19 2017, more than 30 days in advance of the public workshop, the Draft Management Plan 

was posted two weeks prior to the June 22, 2017 public workshop, and written comments on 
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the draft plan were accepted through June 30th.  ER&M staff gave thoughtful consideration to 

the comments and suggestions made during the public workshop and at the meeting of the 

Advisory Group, and made numerous revisions and additions to the Draft Plan prior to the 

release of the July 2017 Management Plan. 

1.6 Other Designations  

Halpatiokee Regional Park is not within an Area of Critical State Concern as defined in Section 

380.05, Florida Statutes, and it is not under study for such designation.  Halpatiokee is, 

however, adjacent to the Atlantic Ridge Ecosystem, which in 2017 is ranked #21 in Florida 

Foreverôs category for Partnerships & Regional Incentives Projects. 
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2.0 RESOURCE MANAGEMENT COMPONENT  

INTRODUCTION  

Martin County has implemented resource management programs for preserving and enhancing 

representative examples of natural resources at parks under its administration.  Following a 

description of the history of acquisition, this component of the Management Plan describes the 

natural resources and cultural resources of Halpatiokee Regional Park and identifies the methods 

that will be used to manage them.  The management actions identified in this plan are consistent 

with the responsibilities of Martin Countyôs Ecosystem Restoration and Management Division.  

ER&M places a primary emphasis on protecting natural resource communities, and to the degree 

feasible, restoring them to the condition in which they occurred prior to impacts by human-

related activities.  Single species management for imperiled species may be appropriate in certain 

circumstances, but Martin Countyôs goal is to ensure sustainable populations of imperiled 

species through appropriate management of the vegetative communities on which they depend.  

To the extent to which cultural resources are present on properties managed by ER&M, the goal 

for cultural resources is to preserve sites and objects that represent Florida's cultural periods, 

significant historic events or persons.  This goal is to stabilize, reconstruct or restore cultural 

resources, or to rehabilitate them for public use as appropriate.  

Because natural resource areas within Martin Countyôs Halpatiokee Regional Park have already 

been fragmented by surrounding development and are dwarfed in relation to the adjoining (~ 

5,000-acre) Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park, it is acknowledged that there are managerial 

constraints and that maintenance of sustainable populations of flora and fauna will be affected by 

conditions and activities that occur beyond park boundaries.   

The park is divided into three overall management zones (Figure 3).  The shape and size of each 

zone is based on a variety of factors, including vegetative community types, boundaries of burn 

units, locations of existing roads and natural fire breaks, and active recreation areas (e.g., ball 

fields) that are managed by Martin Countyôs Parks and Recreation Department and which are not 

part of this Plan.  
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Figure 3 ï Halpatiokee Management Zones 
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2.1 History of Acquisition 

As mentioned in Section 1.0, Halpatiokee Regional Park consists of six contiguous, publicly-

owned tracts (Figure 2, Table 1 & Appendix B) that are owned and/or managed by Martin 

County.   

 

Table 1 

Parcels within Halpatiokee Regional Park 

 

Property Control Number Size 
Year of 

Acquisition 
Owner 

Parcel 

Reference 

Name 

04-39-41-000-000-00200-2 100.0 1987 SFWMD Otter Creek 

04-39-41-000-000-00121-0 
26.7 1996 Martin Co. FCT Parcel 

05-39-41-000-000-00041-0 9.21 1996 Martin Co. N/A 

04-39-41-000-000-00120-9 181.84 1998 Martin Co. Incl. Rec. Park 

08-39-41-000-001-00000-3 248.21 1999 SFWMD 
S. Fork 

Addition 

05-39-41-000-000-00030-5 3.10 2008 Martin Co. 
ñSpaghetti 

Farmò 

Approximately 57 acres of the 181.84 acre northern parcel were acquired for the purposes of 

active recreation.  These areas include lighted soccer, softball and baseball fields, tennis courts, 

a hockey rink, etc.  This active recreation component of the regional park is managed by Martin 

Countyôs Parks and Recreation Department and is not included in this management plan.  

However, the conservation and active recreation parcels do share some common infrastructure 

(e.g., parking facilities, surface water management system, etc.).   

Acquisition of vacant lands in this area for conservation purposes began with the purchase of 

the 100-acre ñOtter Creekò parcel by the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD) 

in 1987 through the Stateôs Save Our Rivers program.  Additional parcels were acquired in 

subsequent years, using funds generated through Martin Countyôs public land acquisition 

programs and with funds allocated through the stateôs Conservation and Recreational Lands 

(CARL) and Florida Communities Trust (FCT) programs.  The parcels that are owned by 

SFWMD are leased to Martin County for management purposes.   

The lease requires that the SFWMD-owned properties be managed for conservation and non-

consumptive recreation.  Martin County funds were also used to help acquire the abutting 

vacant property on the east side of the South Fork of the St. Lucie River, which is managed by 
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the Florida Park Service as Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park.  

With the 57 acres of active recreational park deducted from the total, this plan addresses the 

balance of approximately 510 acres that are dedicated to permanent conservation.  Management 

of the conservation properties is the responsibility of Martin Countyôs Ecosystem Restoration 

and Management (ER&M) Division, which also manages other county-owned conservation 

lands. 

 

Analysis of a 1958 aerial photograph (Figure 4) of the property indicates that, prior to its 

acquisition by governmental entities, much of the acreage that now constitutes Halpatiokee 

Regional Park had been used by previous owners for low-intensity cattle grazing and 

agriculture.  With the exception of a variable-width buffer along the South Fork of the St. Lucie 

River, much of the property had been planted in Bahia (Paspalum notatum) to improve 

conditions for cattle grazing.   

The activity that spurred interest in public acquisition of the property was a proposal by Charles 

Greenlees in 1985 to develop ñOtter Creekò, a 410 home development that was to have included 

39 riverfront lots.  Mr. Greenlees had two large lakes excavated to create waterfront lots, and 

sold the excavated soil for the construction of I-95.  With an interest in conserving the South 

Fork, local environmental groups approached the SFWMD asking that the river frontage be 

considered for acquisition through the Save Our Rivers (SOR) program.  SOR was a statewide 

land conservation program administered by the stateôs water management districts that focused 

on acquisition of riverine and floodplain properties to help protect water quality and aquifer 

recharge.  One hundred acres of what would become Halpatiokee Regional Park was purchased 

through the SOR program in 1987, with the balance of the Otter Creek property being 

purchased for potential future residential development ï first by the Mobil Corporation and then 

by the Terrabrooke Corporation.   

In 1989, a majority of voting residents in Martin County approved a referendum, to create 

ñLands for Youò, a local land acquisition program, the goal of which was to use County-

generated funds as a match with state funds to acquire properties from willing sellers for 

conservation and recreation.  Lands for You funds were used in 1998 to purchase approximately 

182 acres in the heart of what was to become Halpatiokee Regional Park.  

Following acquisition of the 182-acre parcel, Martin County contracted with the Orlando-based 

land planning firm of Glatting Jackson Kercher Anglin Lopez and Rinehart to develop a master 

plan for the property.  The Glatting Jackson team conducted floral and faunal inventories, 

wetland delineations and other initial investigations and helped the County develop a 

management strategy for the property.  

The most recent large addition to the regional park complex was the 248 acre ñSouth Fork 

Additionò, that was acquired by SFWMD in 1999, is leased to Martin County, and is included in 

this Land Management Plan.  
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Figure 4 ï 1958 Aerial of Halpatiokee Park 
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2.2 Natural Resources 

 

2.2.1 Geology 

 

From a geological perspective, the surficial deposits that formed the Atlantic coastal ridge, 

the Everglades and the naturally-occurring St. Lucie River system are all very young.  All are 

less than six million years old, and most formed during the Pleistocene Era (approximately 

120,000 years ago), during an interglacial period when sea level was approximately 25 feet 

higher than it is presently.   

 

During the Wisconsin Stage, which began approximately 100,000 years ago, glacial ice 

increased, and sea level fell, until approximately 20,000 years ago.  When sea level reached a 

low point approximately 300 feet below the current level, the climate was windy, cool and 

dry, leading to the formation of large sand dunes.  From about 15,000 to 6,000 years ago, sea 

level rose at a relatively rapid rate of more than three feet per century.  As this period ended, 

the rise in sea level slowed and modern vegetation became established.  

 

The geological formations that underlie Halpatiokee Regional Park form two aquifers that are 

separated by a confining layer.  The relatively shallow Surficial Aquifer generally extends 

from 15 to 150 feet below the ground surface.  Below the confining layer, the Floridan 

aquifer extends from approximately 600 to 1,500 feet below the surface. 

 

2.2.2 Topography and Hydrology 

 

Halpatiokee Regional Park consists of approximately 500 acres of comparatively low-lying 

pine flatwoods and riverine forest along the South Fork of the St. Lucie River. The 

Indiantown (SE) and Gomez, Florida USGS 7.5 Minute Series Quadrangle Maps (photo 

revised 1983) show the South Fork area to be relatively flat with a surface elevation of 

approximately 10 feet above mean sea level.  There is one sandy ridge in the eastern portion 

of the property where elevations reach 15-20 feet above MSL that supports a scrubby 

flatwoods plant community.  Based on review of the quadrangle map and portions of the 

property for which detailed topographic information is available, overland sheet flow and 

near-surface groundwater flow is eastward, toward the South Fork of the St. Lucie River.  

Two major sub-surface aquifers underlie Halpatiokee Regional Park; the shallow, non-

artesian surficial aquifer, and the lower, Floridan aquifer.  Local rainfall recharges the 

surficial aquifer. The principal recharge to the Floridan aquifer is primarily in central Florida, 

particularly in Polk and Pasco counties.  No wells, artesian or otherwise, are located on the 

subject property. 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) maps for the area (Figure 5) indicate 

that although the low-lying areas east of the South Fork are in a Regulatory Flood zone, the 

steep banks along the west side of the property are in a 1% Annual Chance Flood Hazard 

Zone.  Other portions of the park further to west are in a 0.2% Annual Chance Flood Zone or 

are in an area of Minimal Flood Hazard.  
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Figure 5 ï FEMA High Hazard Areas  
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Martin County Utilities Department operates a water and wastewater treatment facility located less 

than ½ mile to the west of Halpatiokee Park, to the west of I-95 and the Florida Turnpike.  

Engineering analyses conducted for the Utilities Department indicate that the operation of the 

Tropical Farms facility does not have an adverse impact on wetland or upland communities in 

Halpatiokee Park. 

Overall, site hydrology appears to be adequate to sustain the natural plant communities on the site, 

although it appears to have been somewhat modified by anthropogenic activities.  The construction 

of Interstate 95 and the Florida Turnpike, which collectively form the parkôs western boundary, have 

most likely affected hydrologic conditions in the park.  Additional hydrologic impacts likely resulted 

from the excavation of drainage conveyances for the purposes of water management for agricultural 

purposes (i.e., cattle grazing) and the excavation of man-made lakes that were created in the mid-

1980's in anticipation of lake front housing tracts in the proposed Otter Creek development.  In 1986, 

an assessment of portions of the property by SFWMD detected subtle changes in the species 

composition of the hydric hammock community bordering the South Fork.  The District concluded 

that ñAs a result of changes to the land usage in the surrounding drainage basin that this area is drier 

for longer periods of time than it had been in the past.  A lowering of the water table altered the 

community from hydric to more mesic conditions.ò   

Four specific areas of hydrologic changes are notable.    

1. Runoff from I-95 presently sheets flow into a drainage swale that parallels a portion of the 

park boundary west of Lost River Road.  During periods of heavy rainfall, surface water in 

this swale flows over a portion of the at-grade road into the park.  No analyses of the 

hydrological and/or water quality effects of this situation have been performed.  

2. Several west-east oriented drainage conveyances have been present in the eastern portion of 

the property since before the tracts were purchased by governmental entities.  Review of 

historical aerial photography indicates that these features, which vary in length and cross-

section, were excavated prior to 1953.  Existing service roads, some of which now serve dual 

use as hiking trails, are located adjacent to these drainage conveyances and were constructed 

using soils excavated from the drainage conveyances.  Culverts were added by Martin 

County at locations where existing maintenance/service roads cross these features.  Most of 

these conveyances are relatively shallow, and likely have a comparatively minimal effect on 

the localized hydrology.  However, one canal has gradually eroded its banks and cut into 

existing soils such that it is now 8-12 feet below the adjoining natural grade.  The presence of 

this drainage feature for several decades appears to have lowered the localized water table to 

the extent that vegetative communities are adapting to more xeric conditions. 

3. An approximately 12-acre area located between the northerly most lake and the recreational 

fields was created as part of a surface water management system more than 20 years ago, 

when the property was privately owned.  A berm was created around the perimeter of this 

area, to help direct excess surface water into this impoundment.   

The peripheral berm was built directly through the wetland system, resulting in the isolation 

and hydrologic alteration of several acres within the impoundment interior.  As a result, plant 

communities in the impoundment interior were heavily impacted by exotic and nuisance 
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native vegetation.  Following public acquisition, Martin County recognized that the presence 

of this feature was altering localized hydrologic conditions.  In 2010, engineering and 

environmental work were conducted in this area on behalf of Martin County by Captec 

Engineering and EW Consultants, Inc., respectively.  Grant funds were secured, an 

Environmental Resource Permit (ERP) was obtained and, in 2013, field work was performed 

to remove portions of the containment berm.  Removal of the berm promoted sheet flow, 

improved the hydrologic connection and the normalization of water levels in the interior of 

the impoundment interior.  Native wetland and upland vegetation have recolonized naturally 

in areas where portions of the berm had been removed, substantially improving localized 

hydrologic and vegetative conditions.  Portions of the berm, and a perimeter excavated area 

remain, but no further restoration is recommended. 

4. When the property was acquired by Martin County, the man-made lakes in the central 

portion of the property were relatively steep-bank borrow pits with little littoral vegetation.  

As part of the 2009-2013 aquatic habitat enhancement work, grant funds from project partner 

FWCôs Aquatic Habitat Restoration/Enhancement subsection (AHRE) were combined with 

county funds to create an elaborate Aquatic Enhancement Plan (Figure 6).  The plan focused 

on re-grading steep shorelines to create wide littoral zones, after which thousands of native 

shoreline herbaceous and tree plantings (e.g., bulrush, pondweed, duck potato, pickerelweed, 

cypress) were installed.  Following planting, a significant amount of follow up maintenance 

has been needed within the lake area.  This work has included supplemental plantings in 

areas where initial plantings were not successful, and follow up efforts to control exotic and 

nuisance native vegetation.  As a result of these efforts, on-going monitoring has confirmed a 

high level of survival of plantings and indicated a very successful project.   

Following completion of the shoreline re-grading, FWC developed and implemented a fish 

stocking program.  10,000 fingerling largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) were stocked 

in 2015.  Follow-up fish surveys conducted by FWC have revealed that, in addition to 

largemouth bass which were the focus of the initial stocking effort, six other fish species and 

American eels (Anguilla rostrata), were identified in the lakes (Appendices G and H).  The 

presence of the eels, which have not been stocked, suggest that during periods of high water, 

aquatic organisms may move from the South Fork of the St. Lucie River, through man-made 

swales and ditches into the interior lakes, which are otherwise considered to be ñisolatedò. 
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Figure 6 - Aquatic Habitat Enhancements 

 

  



 

21 

2.2.3  Soils  

A custom Soil Resource Report from the U.S. Department of Agricultureôs Natural 

Resources Conservation Service (Appendix C) for Halpatiokee Regional Park and adjoining 

properties identifies six soil types that are present within the project area (Figure 7).  Nettles 

Sand (Mapping Unit 63) is the predominant soil type on the property.  Kesson Sand 

(mapping unit 67), open water (Mapping Unit 99), Paola and St. Lucie Sands (Mapping Unit 

6), Waveland and Lawnwood fine sands (Mapping Unit 5) and Wabasso and Oldsmar fine 

sands (Mapping Unit 56) are also present, in diminishing proportions.  Detailed descriptions 

of these soil types include the following:  

Upland Soils  

Nettles Sand (63): The majority of the property consists of Nettle Sand.  This poorly drained 

soil type underlies broad areas of South Florida slash pine flatwoods. The water table is 

generally at a depth of 6 to 18 inches. Areas with this soil type do not tend to flood under 

normal circumstances.  This soil is not listed as hydric. This soil type includes minor 

components of Salerno, Oldsmar, and Waveland soils, all of which are non-hydric.  It also 

includes hydric Basinger sands, which are likely the result of the soil underlying herbaceous 

wet prairies and marshes on the property. 

Paola and St. Lucie Sands (6):  NRCS maps the presence of a north-south oriented polygon 

approximately 18 acres in size in the east-central part of the property as Paola and St. Lucie 

Sands.  These excessively drained, sandy soils are present on historic ridges and dunes of 

xeric uplands.  The depth to the water table is more than 80 inches, and these soils are not 

hydric.  It has minor components of Jonathan, Archbold, Hobe and Pomello sands, all of 

which are also non-hydric. 

Water and Wetland Soils  

Kesson Sand (67): NRCS maps the presence of four north-south oriented polygons adjacent 

to the South Fork in the northern part of the property, as Kesson Sand.  These are very poorly 

drained soils where the water table is at about the ground level.  This soil is hydric.  It 

contains soil components of Bessie, tidal, Wulfert, tidal and Durbin, tidal soils, all of which 

are hydric, and approximately 5% Canaveral soil, which is not hydric. 

Water (99): NRCS maps the man-made lakes and the South Fork of the St. Lucie River as 

Water 

Waveland and Lawnwood fine sands, depressional (5): NRCS maps two small depressional 

wetlands near the south boundary of the property as Waveland and Lawn-wood fine sands, 

depressional.  The water table is at or near the ground surface, and ponding is frequent.  

These soils are hydric.  They contain components of Basinger and Placid soils, both of which 

are hydric, and approximately 7% Olsmar, a non-hydric soil.   
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Figure 7 - Soils Map Source:  Natural Resource Conservation Service   
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2.2.4 Regional Context 

Halpatiokee is one of over 25 publicly-owned conservation parcels in east-central Martin 

County.  Large publicly-owned parcels within a ten mile radius of Halpatiokee include 

Atlantic Ridge Preserve State Park, Jonathan Dickinson State Park, Hobe Sound National 

Wildlife Refuge and Pal-Mar, the expansive low-lying wetland mosaic that straddles the 

Palm Beach - Martin County line.   

Numerous smaller parks and preserves, many of which are owned and managed by Martin 

County, are located within a ten mile radius to the north of Halpatiokee (Figure 8).  Together, 

these conservation properties provide numerous recreational opportunities for Martin County 

residents and visitors, conserve valuable habitat for native flora and fauna, including species 

that are designated as Endangered and Threatened, recharge the subsurface aquifer and 

protect the headwaters and watersheds of the South Fork of the St. Lucie and other rivers. 
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Figure 8 ï Proximity Conservation Lands Map  

 


