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Nature in Broward:  
The Silent Crisis of Local  
Rare Species Extinction

By Richard Brownscombe
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The Institute for Regional Conservation 
(IRC) concluded from its plant inven-
tory of the parks and preserves in the 
ten southernmost Florida counties that, 
“Relatively small conservation areas are 
extremely important to the conservation 
of critically imperiled species in South 
Florida. The largest conservation areas 
provide protection to only about 21% of 
all critically imperiled taxa. Furthermore, 
relatively small conservation areas pro-
vide protection to more occurrences of 
critically imperiled taxa than the larger 
conservation areas” (Gann et al., 2002).
 A map of protected lands in  
Broward shows that these relatively  
small conservation properties are in 
highly populated places. They are wild 
islands surrounded by homes, industrial 
enterprise, freeways, and all manner of 
human activity. What is true in Broward 
is true in many other Florida urban and 
developed communities.

Left: A boardwalk at Broward's Anne Kolb Nature Center. Photo by Richard Brownscombe. Above, left to right: Some of the plants that have been 
extirpated in Broward County. Polygala rugelii, Asclepias lanceolata, Spiranthes longilabris, Polygala setacea, Polygala polygama. Photos by Alan Cressler.

Above: Broward County's public lands and preserves are indicated on the map in yellow. Broward has 401 properties, 
about half of which are less than 10 acres in size. Many of these are too small to be seen on this map. Five hundred  
native plant species live in these metropolitan parks and preserves. By comparison, about two hundred species live  
in the large western wetlands, the Everglades Wildlife Management Areas. Map by Susan Carr.

The western two-thirds of Broward County is designated Everglades Wildlife 

Management Areas–more or less wild swamp. That’s a lot of acres and miles 

for wetland plants and wildlife. Yet Broward is facing a crisis of local species  

extinction. Many historical habitats that still exist are now very small. The 

urban coastal third is built out, developed, and growing upward. Human  

pressures on the land and wildlife there are intense.
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 Fortunately, the Institute for Regional Conservation is  
expanding the floristic inventory northward into all Florida 
counties. As the data are gathered and entered in the IRC  
database at RegionalConservation.org, you will be able to see 
the native plant species in your local conservation areas, and 
discover that a high number of imperiled species exist in small 
but critically important natural sites. Many of these parks and 
preserves are located in highly populated places.
  The particulars below are about Broward, but the point 
–that we are rapidly losing Florida’s floral diversity through  
neglect of natural lands in populated places–may inform  
conservation strategies statewide. If so, we should be telling  
everyone that small local natural areas are surprisingly impor-
tant to conservation, that they sustain the last remaining  
populations of rare species, and that these special places 
should be funded for scientific conservation research.  
Maintenance is essential to protect them. Management of  
urban parks and preserves is complex, so we need to work  
and learn together to develop strategies that are successful  
in saving these now-rare plants and associated wildlife.
 A recent review of vegetation maps and firsthand knowledge  
of natural areas in metropolitan Broward reveals that less than 
3.5% of land remains for nature. Some ecosystems, such as 
scrub, pine flatwood, and wet prairie, are 1% or less of their 
size in 1943. Important land acquisition efforts such as a 1973 
bond referendum, 1989 Environmentally Sensitive Lands bond, 
and the 2000 Land Preservation bond saved the 3.5% we now 
have. Because there was no grand vision to preserve Broward’s 
natural legacy before rapid development began at the end of 
World War II, we have a patchwork of small, isolated preserves. 
Each is important and valuable as a last remnant of unique 
subtropical ecosystems. Some have an evolutionary history tens 
of thousands of years old. Five hundred of the county’s 730 
native plant species live only in these metropolitan parks and pre-

serves. By comparison, about two hundred species live in the large 
western wetlands, the Everglades Wildlife Management Areas. 
There are fewer diverse habitats in the wetlands, therefore less 
species diversity. By far, Broward’s greatest biodiversity is within its 
metropolitan area.
 Broward is Florida’s second most populated county, so the 
urban density surrounding these parks and preserves makes 
conservation a special challenge requiring new scientific and 
management methodologies. We are likely facing local extinction 
sooner than less populated counties. To grasp the conservation 
problem–and opportunity–it might be useful to think of these 
small urban preserves as the outdoor rooms of a living natural  
history museum. As the ultimate caretakers of these last 
remaining wild places in Broward, the community as a whole 
needs to commit to save them. There is almost no general aware-
ness or understanding of this urban living legacy.
 We, the community, have not yet grasped the conservation 
problem or its promise. We have not understood it, taken re-
sponsibility, provided leadership, contributed the community’s 
collective resources, or raised money. A public-private partner-
ship may be needed to accomplish this task with the urgency 
required. Protection of these rare and valuable living collections 
is now in the hands of a small, dedicated, and passionate staff 
with an insufficient budget. County staff, especially, has made 
important gains over the past two decades and is developing 
management strategies, but with too few resources. Staff of  
city and state properties in Broward (comprising about 50%  
of urban natural areas) varies considerably in their number,  
ability, and resources to protect urban natural areas. Some  
areas are in poor shape. The cost of conservation in densely 
urban places is significantly more than has been budgeted.
 I have been saying that Broward lost 5% of its native plant 
legacy, based on the data we had, but recently the Institute for  
Regional Conservation (IRC) and staff of Fairchild Tropical 

Above: Broward County's urban preserves also provide living spaces for animals–a snake suns itself on spatterdock (Nuphar advena subsp. advena) at Fern Forest Nature Center, while native 
Mexican primrosewillow (Ludwigia octovalvis) makes a good perch for a Lynx Spider at Hillsboro Pineland Natural Area. Photos by Richard Brownscombe.



Botanic Garden began an update of Broward’s plant inventory. 
A preliminary review by the IRC now suggests 10-20% are likely 
extirpated. Soon a more accurate inventory with documented  
locations of most imperiled species will be available. Then  
Broward can create a conservation plan and publish it. Hopefully, 
these new and tragic numbers will awaken the community, but not 
discourage it. Telling of exciting discoveries (there are some) and 
the facts of rare species and successful restoration is important.
 The current county invasive removal program consists of 
seven Broward park employees working year-round plus ad-
ditional invasive removal contracts. The budget for staff and 
contracts together is about $300,000 annually. The worst threat  
to indigenous species in these natural areas is invasive plants. 
In the photo below, air-potato vine (Dioscorea bulbifera) smothers 
a forest. There is no food for wildlife here. The vine silently 
starves trees and nearly everything beneath until workers come 
to free them. In this way, a fragile last-remaining population  

of rare plants could easily be crowded out and perhaps lost  
forever. Biological control works on some invasive species,  
but the variety of invasive species in diverse habitats and the 
existence of rare species that must be recognized and protected, 
makes management a complex challenge.
 Broward’s current underfunded invasive removal program 
cannot keep pace with the rate of invasive growth. Staff  
estimate that a one-time $1 million effort to catch up and  
a permanent doubling of the invasive removal budget to about 
$600,000 annually would control the invasive growth on the 
3,500 acres of county-managed natural areas ($170 per acre, per 
year). City and state-managed areas need similar funds per acre.
 In the context of wealth in Broward with a total county 
government budget of $4.2 billion, saving Broward’s natural  
areas is affordable. It’s unconscionable that we prioritize funding 
our last remaining natural places so poorly. This disregard for 
nature is seen globally–what some call the Sixth Extinction.  
But when you know the facts locally, you realize we could  
actually do this. We could afford it. We now lack an under-
standing of the problem and the vision, but together we can  
fix that. We can make the fundamental priority shift toward 
investing in what is good for plants, wildlife, and the planet. 
 We would then enjoy the science and beauty of these  
natural areas close at hand and be proud to protect nature  
here. We can create the partnerships, use the expertise, and 
find our public voice to do that. Well-funded natural areas,  
native landscaping, greenways, and sustainable operations  
are not trimmings on an urban landscape, but a manifestation  
of an uncompromised commitment to have and enjoy natural 
places within the urban community.
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Groundbreaking Cooperation Between Broward County, 
Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, and the Institute for  
Regional Conservation

Recently, Linda Briggs-Thompson, Environmental Program Manager 
for Broward County announced, "We have a five-year contract with 
Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden which commenced in the fall of 
2018. Fairchild will provide professional botanical services to support 
Broward County in monitoring and managing its rare plants. This is 
significant and the culmination of a few years of effort! I am so excited 
about this. We have additionally issued a research permit outlining 
collaboration between the Institute for Regional Conservation, Fairchild 
and Parks' staff to document the conservation status of vascular 
plants in Broward County Parks.”

Above: Common air-potato, Dioscorea bulbifera, a Category I invasive plant from Africa 
and Asia, usurps sunlight, moisture, and nutrients, eventually killing even large trees.
Below: One month later, a Broward Park staffer gives thumbs up to hard-won success. 
Different highly invasive plant species require different scientifically tested methods of  
removal to protect rare indigenous species and habitats. Photos courtesy of Broward  
County Parks and Recreation Division.
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