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Welcome to Gainesville, everyone.

Let me start by saying I’m proud to share a stage with Nick Wiley any time. Nick, you’re a terrific leader.

Nick just invited me to deliver the keynote address at the graduation ceremony for his latest class of law enforcement officers. I was happy to make the three-hour drive to do it. With so many ag events on my calendar, I love the chance to talk wildlife conservation.

What I hadn’t anticipated was the emotion of the ceremony. It was incredible to watch giant, gun-toting men and women stifle tears, to hear a mom scream to her 6-foot-tall son, “Way to go, Poop!” And to see fathers with badges, bent-backed and limping, join their sons and daughters in front of the podium to pose for photos.

I believe that that sort of outpouring of emotional support demonstrated a reverence for the agency and the role these men and women would play in it. You need great leadership at the top to inspire that kind of reverence.

Nick provides it. He’s a champion for conservation. I’m proud to call him a colleague. I’m prouder to call him a friend.

He knows that conservation is not about saying no. He makes it about a lifelong affirmative commitment to the principle of a world where humans and wildlife are connected. 

That’s what all of us in this room strive for. These coordinating committee gatherings are a chance to reaffirm our commitment to protecting the real Florida together.

We’re honored that at this year’s meeting John Organ is here, the national chief of the USGS Cooperative Fish & Wildlife Research Units. 

We know better than to ask John which of the 40 units he oversees nationwide is the most important. That would be like asking a parent which of his children he likes the best. But John, we think we can make the case for a lot of attention to Florida as a microcosm and a harbinger of what the nation can expect to experience in terms of the interface between humans and wildlife.

In any case, we appreciate your being here today, John.

While I’m dispensing gratitude, let me also offer a public thanks to Ray Carthy of USGS for serving as interim unit leader since January. That we’re without a permanent leader for perhaps half a year certainly has not meant that we’re without leadership. I’m glad you’ll continue to be on the team when the new unit leader comes aboard.

Thanks, too, to former unit leader Franklin Percival. In retirement he has continued his service to Florida COOP by serving on the search committee for his successor and attending all the seminars. He’s an example and inspiration of how we all do this for reasons beyond a paycheck.

I speak to a lot of groups about a lot of agriculture and natural resource topics, but Florida COOP is one that’s near and dear to my heart. The work it’s doing with your support is so important to making Florida such a special place. 

Most of you know that I’m a wildlife ecologist by training. In fact, I’m tenured faculty in the wildlife ecology and conservation department, so if you have any complaints about me today, take them to my boss Eric Hellgren!

I got my training in the field as a COOP graduate student at Utah State University, where I got my master’s degree in aquatic ecology and my Ph.D. in wildlife ecology. COOP gave me an academic home, the research support, and the mentoring to work on the development of more accurate population estimates of migratory birds. I’m forever grateful at what COOP has done to enrich my life and launch my career.

The Florida unit is graduating Jack Paynes all the time. Florida COOP alumni now run the units here at UF, at the University of Georgia and at the University of Maine, for example, and in a couple of places out west, I’m told.

When I’m in front of ag audiences, I’ll sometimes talk about how in other states, you can really be an expert on most of the industry if you’ve got a handle on corn, soybeans and hogs. A one-trick pony can really do the job. But here in Florida, we’ve got close to 300 commodities, numerous microclimates, soil conditions and varying hydrology.

The wildlife analog is that Florida’s biodiversity makes it stand out. Of course, we’ve got both water and land, perfect conditions for a teeming insect population, and signature species like the panther and the manatee.

Florida is one of the three or four most biodiverse states. We’re also among the national leaders in number of federally listed species.

We face very particular threats. Invasive species are a daily fact of life in a place with so many major ports, huge international trade, and a climate hospitable to newcomers.

That makes it a mighty complicated place from a wildlife and ecology perspective. And a very exciting one intellectually. 

There’s so much more to investigate than any one of us can do alone, That’s why Florida COOP is so important. That’s why we appreciate your partnership so much.

The next unit leader is basically our collaborator-in-chief. He or she will learn about the million and one things we’re all doing and figure out how to stitch them together, to find places to put the seams. 

The University of Florida’s world-class faculty and cream-of-the-crop graduate students make the unit a magnet for funding and collaborations far beyond USGS, FWC and the Wildlife Management Institute. Other sources of funding include USDA, the Air Force, the EPA, the St. John’s River Water Management District, US AID, the World Wildlife Fund, the Nature Conservancy, the Florida Wildlife Federation, the National Audubon Society and even the Florida Fur Trappers Association. There are too many more to list.

Our unit has even multiplied its impact by contributing to undergraduate education. With funding from USGS and the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, one of our graduate students recently mentored five minority undergraduates in research on the effects of climate change on coastal wildlife and habitats.

UF is a leader in human-wildlife interactions.

The UF Unmanned Aircraft Systems Research Program was the first in the U.S. to custom design a drone explicitly for natural resources assessment and monitoring. The improvements we continue to make on this technology have the potential to give natural resource managers at state and federal agencies as well as NGOs an invaluable tool for cost-effective monitoring of wildlife populations and habitat. 

As for applications, I know that Ray, for example, is planning to use UAVs for turtle nesting beach surveys. We’re also investigating use of aerial photography to look at levees, monitor the health of crops and assess wildlife populations.

We’ve got bear people. Bears are Eric’s area of expertise, for example.

We have an environmental economist named Elizabeth Pienaar who’s working on helping the FWC document how effective its outreach efforts are in getting people to take action to reduce the likelihood they’ll have run-ins with bears. By the way, the answer is: quite effective. 

Our research also examines questions such as the frequency and variability by region of panther attacks on calves. Raoul Boughton in our Ona research center studies coyote attacks on cattle.

Madan Oli applies his expertise in population ecology to bears, manatees, panthers and more.

The knowledge we generate has regional, even national importance. Bill Pine has journeyed to the Lake Powell to take home knowledge of how ecosystems respond to river discharges to get at the larger question of how human use and environmental protection can coexist.
	
Our natural resources both attract residents and visitors to the Sunshine State and are impacted by them. We need the best possible science to manage our environment. The agriculture, tourism, quality of life, and biodiversity of Florida depend upon it.

I can talk all day about our achievements. But I hope today is really about our future. 

First and foremost, we have the opportunity to pick a new unit leader.

We’ve interviewed 4 great candidates – one of them just yesterday. And in about two hours, Eric Hellgren, Mike Allen, Kevin Whelan, John Organ, Nick Wiley and I will meet over lunch in a room adjoining this one. We’ll get input from our search committee and begin deliberations for selection of a new leader. 

I don’t know how quickly we’ll move on this, but keep an eye out for the possibility of white smoke rising from the rooftop this afternoon!

Once we get our new unit leader, one of the first orders of business will be to hire another assistant unit leader to bring us back up to full staffing levels.

My hope is that the new unit leader will help us cooperate more on water science research. Anyone who’s been following what’s going on in California can see the devastation and division that occurs when the water supply dries up.

Our time may come with water, too, and good research can help our state and region prevent, mitigate and manage a California-style catastrophe. As you know, Florida’s decades-old water war with Georgia is on the docket of the Supreme Court.

Here’s an example of where science needs to play a greater role and get ahead of politics. We now face the prospect of nine men and women in robes who have no background in hydrology deciding the fate of cross-border water flows. 

We need to reassert ourselves as the experts. We’re all much better off if the people who know the science and those who depend directly on these natural resources make the momentous decisions instead of even the smartest and most well-intentioned jurists.

Beyond who decides, there’s also the issue of money. Cynthia Barnett, a visiting professor at the UF College of Journalism and Communications and author of three books on water, has researched how much Florida has rung up in legal fees fighting Georgia over water. She found that since 2001 Florida’s bill is $19 million.

What a tragic waste of resources that could have spent on research to protect our bays, rivers, springs and estuaries. Our Water Institute brings together interdisciplinary teams to tackle these complex issues. Researchers like Pine in our wildlife ecology and conservation department do great work on gulf issues from which the entire region could benefit.

That regional benefit is part of why our work is so important going forward. We need to continue to come together to tackle these issues not just for Florida, but to better inform environmental policy in Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama.

There is going to be a lot more BP oil spill money flowing to the Southeast to fund important research. Right now our Peter Frederick is waiting to hear from the Gulf of Mexico Restore Council about whether it will fund his work on restoration and resiliency of oyster reefs, work that’s bundled in the Council application process with a proposal to conserve water through Suwannee Valley farmers’ conversions to low volume sprinklers and through purchases of conservation easements on private land.  

Florida recently became the third-most-populous state. We’re going to see more and more of the kinds of controversies we’ve had over bear attacks and bear hunting. I can only imagine the kind of public pressure Nick and his department have been under as they worked to craft public policy to address these issues.

Maybe there’s a way to help head this off in the future if we can learn from experts like Pienaar. What’s the next bear-hunting-level controversy? Is it panthers’ predation of cattle? Coyotes eating cows?

We can do so much more with all of you on the UF team and with us joining your research efforts, through the COOP unit and parallel to it.

We can’t know what human-vs.-wildlife conflict will flare up next. We only know for sure that there will be a next one, and another and yet another. It’s inevitable in a state where an incredible bounty of natural resources runs up against 20 million residents and 98 million annual visitors.

What’s happening with our national policy toward Cuba behooves us to coordinate our agencies better than ever before. If we continue to move toward an opening, there could be opportunities to engage in new international collaborations that could teach us much about invasive species and the Everglades, for example. Again, we can best seize those opportunities as a team. And the University of Florida is positioned both geographically and through our long ties to Cuban academics to be the bridge to that long-isolated island nation.

I just came back from Cuba, where I met with four cabinet ministers. I also got the chance to meet with academics who are clamoring for the chance to work with us on issues that could advance science for Florida and Cuba. The Zapata Swamp in Cuba is perhaps the closest thing on the planet to another Everglades, so it’s a perfect comparison lab. And we can learn much from each other about the invasive species that thrive on both sides of the Straits of Florida.

I’m bringing husband-and-wife team Jorge Angulo and Anmari Alvarez from Havana to UF for three years. He’ll work in marine ecology in a role we still haven’t fully fleshed out, while she’ll pursue her doctorate by studying manatees. 

Don Behringer in our School of Forestry and Conservation is working under a very restrictive legal environment to explore a virus in lobsters throughout the Caribbean. Incidentally, crustaceans don’t honor travel embargoes. I see possibilities for us to work together with Cubans on how to reverse deterioration of coral reefs, prevent overfishing and better understand our gulf ecosystem.

Closer to home, I’ve recently taken steps to turn facilities in Seahorse Key, about an hour west of here, into a marine and fisheries research hotspot. We’ve got buy-in from our provost, nationally renowned aquaculture expert Leslie Sturmer on site, and a retired Fish & Wildlife Service boat captain to ferry people and supplies from the mainland to the key. As an aside, I recently became a resident of nearby Cedar Key, so it’s been convenient for me to personally visit facilities and talk with the players. How great would it be for all of us to be able to use these facilities in the context of the Florida COOP?

Cooperation among our scientists is becoming increasingly important as the grand challenges of climate change and sea level rise bear down on Florida. Talk about problems that are bigger than any one of us….

UF’s Jim Jones runs the Florida Climate Institute, which brings together eight member universities and more than 200 individual affiliate researchers from government, industry and academia.

Of course, the vast breadth of our expertise makes us a hub for the kind of collaborations that the national Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research units are all about. We have geneticists, landscape ecologists, mammalian ecologists, experts in population dynamics. 

We have experts in just about everything. It’s one of the advantages of being one of just six public land-grant universities in the nation with colleges of agriculture, medicine, veterinary medicine and law all on one campus. We have 16 colleges in all.

You’ve got work to do to support evidence-based regulation and environmental protection. We’ve got the manpower and expertise to help you do it. Our graduate students crave the opportunity to make the world a better place. Our faculty want to help make science, not political ideology, the criteria for informing public policy.

The Florida Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit started 36 years ago to play matchmaker for these various strains of yearning idealism. 

The fresh infusion of talent into the unit will give us a chance to step up how much science we do and where we focus it. It can also become a higher-profile example of the good we can do when all of our agencies work together.

In other states, these coordinating committee meetings might be gatherings of, well, just committee members. But we in Florida routinely bring together more than 100 researchers, students, and agency leaders.

You see, we realize that yes, research runs on grants and infrastructure. But the right research, the most focused and beneficial to people and environment, runs on relationships.

You’re more likely to assemble a team if you get all the players in one room. Despite last year’s showing, we know a thing or two about assembling great teams here in the Swamp. I hope that over lunch or during the open forum, the poster session or the barbecue that you’ll recognize someone here who’s a perfect fit for your team.

I’m grateful that you’re all here with us physically today and for being with us in spirit throughout the year.

Thank you.
