About This Guide
This guide includes 2 map of the Lower Florida Keys that depicts A Boati ng and b:@_ ] ng

seagrasses, artificial reefs, aquatic preserves, and boat ramps open

to the m_:_u:n. Also featured is informarion on habirats and animals, ."—- ."—.- ﬂ
popular sport fish, boating safety and protocol, and a resource

directory.
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Commission’s Fish and Wildlife Research Institute . We welcome

your comments and inquiries. Please address any comments to:

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 0
Fish and Wildlife Research Institute
100 Eighth Avenue S.E. g :

St. Petersburg, FL 33701
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Guide

Resource Directory

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
FWE Law Enforcement Hotline

Cell Phones
PWGC Law Enforcement (West Palm Beach)

strandings.

Fish and Wildlife Research Institute (St. Peters burg)
For information about resources and research around Florida

Marine Fish Kill Hotline
To report a fish kill or red tide event in your area

858-404-FW CC
*FWC
305-289-2320

To report oil spills, marine violations, boating accidents, turtle or manatee injuries or

727-896-8626

1-800-636-0511

U.8. Coast Guard
Search and Rescue Station (24 hr. emergency service)
Secior Key West Office
National Response Center

To report oil spills and maritime emergencies

VHF channel 16
305-292-8779
1-800-424-3802

Boating_Guides@MyFWC.com Boat U.S. Foundation Hotline 1-800-336-BOAT
. . For information on boating skills and safety courses offered locally (336-2628)
Map designed and produced by Chris Anderson, Kathleen . T e s P
O’Keife, and Henry Norris, of the Fish and Wildlife Research Hroig nﬂﬁﬁnﬂm&_&hﬂﬁﬁ_: Miami R T e 162,400 Mhz/VHF radio
Institute. The Florida Keys National Marine Sancruary also RT .mmn. Homestead 162.425 Mhz/VHF radio
contributed to this guide. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service W_- ﬁ_m__f. .__M.M“mmwﬂﬁ.__.___ﬂ._*._-_m ﬂu.n
Federal Aid in Sport Fish Restoration provided _umh._m_ _n_,:u&_um for To hun,_..mm the lastest local and offshore weater forecast ’ o
this guide. The Sport Fish Restoration Program collecrs money P ——
from taxes on mm—._m:m On_..—m_u.w.nﬂn and boar fuel and then distribures _._I____E..:;uoi. Key West 4 305-809-4700
those funds to projects that improve fishing and boating Upper Keys Region, Key Largo 305-852-7717
opportunities. This project was also funded in part by a grant To receive information about the waters around the Florida Keys
awarded from More Marine Laboratory's Protect Our Reefs Grants National Parks and Refuges
b Dry Tortugas National Park 305-242-7700
Program, which is funded by proceeds from the sale of the Protect Crocodlile Lake National Wildlife Refuge 305-451-1508
DE.H W..On—.wm .m._.nxuﬁ_.m.—_n.wN ._._.On_n_.m.n —u._.m.nm. .H_.r._m m"._.cﬂ—&h —Hm.w_.._ m._u.n— g._h_.—_._.ﬂm Great White Heron National Wildlife Inﬁ—_ﬂ-.ﬁ
Conservation Commission is not n.n.m_uo:.m—_u_.m for omissions, National Key Deer Refuge (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Se rvice) ans-8720774
Emnﬁ—uﬁmnﬂﬁcoa. or facrual errors. For information federally managed areas in the Keys
State Parks
John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park 305-451-1202
— Long Key State Park 305-664-4815
Curry Hammock Stale Park 305-289-2690
For information state parks in the Keys
— Mote Marine Larboratory
— Tropical Research Laboratory 305-745-2729
NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY Marine Ecosystem Event Response and Assessment (MEERA) 305-395-8730
For information about marine research in the Keys and reporting of
&.ﬁ unusual bickgical events
Injured Wildlife Inform ation
Wild Bird Center Hotline (Middle Keys) 305-852-4486
Florida Keys Wildlife Res cue Inc. 305-872-1982
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Welcome to the

Welcome to the Florida Keys, a 158 mile-long string of islands extending south
and west of the Florida mainland from Key Largo to the Dry Tortugas. The
Keys are home to North America’s only coral barrier reef. This natural wonder,
the third-longest coral barrier reef in the world, lies about six miles seaward of
the Florida Keys and stretches over 200 miles from Biscayne Bay to the Dry
Tortugas. Several hundred species of fish and corals can be found within this
expanse of reefs, bays, lakes, mangroves, and beaches that compose this delicate
and unique ecosystem.

[f traveling by car to the Keys you may suddenly find yourself on a two-lane
road heading right through pristine wilderness. You are on the fabled 18-mile
stretch. No side traffic, no development here. View this passage as a
metamorphosis between the raucous hubbub of the mainland and the tranquil
laid-back armosphere of the fabulous Florida Keys: land of fishing, sailing and
conch fritters. If you are traveling by boat, you may note that the water becomes
clearer and that the bottom is alive with varied species of plants and animals.
The Keys are divided by both geography and demography into four distinct
units: Upper Keys, Middle Keys, Lower Keys, and Key West. You have entered a
marine-oriented environment like none other. Boats, marinas, and
marine-related activities are everywhere. In recognition of this important
environment, the Florida Keys National Marine Sancruary (FKNMS) was
created in 1990. The sanctuary encompasses 2800 square nautical miles on both
sides of the Florida Keys. Managementin these state and federal waters is
achieved through a cooperative agreement with the State of Florida Department
of Enwironmental Protection and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (INOAA).

Enjoy the riches of the Florida Keys, and help protect them for others by
practicing safe boating skills.

Native Habitats

Coral Reef and Hard Bottom
Coral reefs are part of an interdependent ecosystem thar includes mangroves

Photo Courtesy of NASA

and seagrasses. Bank reefs and patch reefs occur on the ocean side, whereas hard
bottom coral communities are common on the bay side of the Florida Keys.
Coral reefs contain more varieties of life than any other marine environment,
rivaling even the rainforests on land.

The coral reef ecosystem of the Florida Keys is alive with an abundance of fish,
stony corals, octocorals, sponges, jellyfish, anemones, snails, crabs, lobsters, rays,
moray eels, sea turtles, dolphins, sea birds, and other sea life. The reef is home
to many of Florida’s threatened and endangered species.

Stony corals are actually composed of millions of tiny slow-growing
animals called polyps. Each one secretes a calcareous exoskeleton that
forms a coral colony. Some boulder corals require years to grow one
inch. These coral colonies, as well as other calcium-producing plants
and animals, cement together to form the reef structure. The reef is
constantly eroding and regrowing as new colonies settle on top of the
skeletons of older ones.

Seagrasses

Seagrasses are flowering underwater plants found ar shallow depths
in protected bays and lagoons and in parches along the continental
shelf of the Gulf of Mexico. As a nursery environment, seagrasses
support small fish, shrimp, and crabs that hide among the blades.
Seagrasses also help stabilize shifting sands on the bottom of the bay
and improve water clarity by trapping fine sediments and particles.
Seagrasses are an important part of the food web. They provide food
for turtles, manartees, and a variety of fish and habitar for
filter-feeding organisms and foraging sea life such as sea urchins and
sea cucumbers. Seagrasses provide a nursery for pink shrimp, lobster,
snapper, and other sea life. They filter the water by trapping
sediments, releasing oxygen, and stabilizing the ocean bottom with
their roots.

Although they were once plentiful, seagrass beds now cover less than
half of their original acreage, a loss triggered by dredge-and-fill
activity and declines in water quality. Damage from motorboats is
severe in areas. Boats that stray into shallow waters may dredge up
the bottom, uproot seagrasses, and cut sandy trenches that may stay
barren for years. The noisy approach of a boat or personal watercraft
can disturb nesting birds, exposing the eggs or nestlings to predators
and the intense sun. In addition, disturbance of shallow feeding
grounds can lead to the starvation of birds. To help preserve
seagrasses, stay within marked channels and avoid shallow grass beds.

If you run aground or enter grass flats to fish, stop your moror, tilt it
up, and pole or push your boat through the bed.
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