
HardisonInk.com 
Friends of the WGP talk about upcoming straw 
ballot; 
Open House set for Feb. 17; 
Officers elected for upcoming year 

 
Sitting at the table during the annual meeting on Sunday (Jan. 27) are (from 
left) Friends of the WGP Board of Directors Member Peter Weiss, President 
Debra Weiss, Vice President Kent Gardner, Secretary Sally Douglass, 
Treasurer Ellen Klee, Director Jeff Bernstein (orange jacket) and Director 
Jeff Hall. 
 
Story and Photo 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Jan. 28, 2019 at 10:18 a.m. 
     YANKEETOWN – Despite relatively cold and wet weather late Sunday morning 
(Jan. 27), the 2019 Annual Meeting of the Friends of the Withlacoochee Gulf Preserve 
started as planned at 11 a.m., in the Ellie Schiller Education Center. 
     Officers and directors reviewed the accomplishments of the past year; and leaders, 
members and interested people from the general public discussed the future of the 
Preserve. Coffee and baked refreshments were available for attendees at the event 
Sunday. 
     Members elected directors and officers for 2019. 
     The Friends voted to hold an Open House on Feb. 17, starting at 11 a.m. in the Ellie 
Schiller Education Center. The Open House will be after a meeting of the WGP leaders 
that is currently set to start at 10 a.m. that Sunday. 
     During the Open House on Feb. 17, there is a presentation scheduled to start at 11 
a.m. to show any interested persons information about why the Town of Yankeetown 
should continue in its role as owner of the WGP. 
     There will be refreshments that Sunday and guided walks through the WGP, as well 
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as it being open for people to enjoy the boardwalks and observation tower. For people 
who arrive after the 11 a.m. presentation, some Friends probably are going to be 
available to share reasons to vote “Yes” on the ballot question scheduled to be on the 
town ballot. 
     Only registered voters in Yankeetown will have a voice in this referendum question. 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
     During the meeting Sunday, there was a relatively quick listing of the many programs 
conducted at the WGP. 
     Among the 17 programs where everyone was able to visit the WGP and enjoy program 
at the two-story Ellie Schiller Education Center, were programs involving learning about 
plants that are indigenous to Florida; progress at the Nature Coast Biological Station in 
Cedar Key (across the water from Yankeetown); humans interrelationship with black 
bears in this part of Florida; learning to identify plants; information about the Sierra 
Club; a program where amateur (ham) radio operators let people learn more and 
participate in communication via that gear; information about invasive plant species in 
Florida; information about bees and other pollinators; and other interesting programs. 
     Presenters at these programs all gave participants plenty of information and helped 
them enjoy learning about topics. 
     Corbe Feeney, the Friend of the WGP who counted the ballots during the election and 
who has been an active volunteer for several years, spoke about a previous weekly event 
that happened on Tuesdays. 
     Volunteers would all show up at the Preserve and provide plant maintenance and 
grounds upkeeps duties. Feeney reminded her colleagues that more volunteers are 
needed, and no one is able to become younger. 
     There were also events where youth especially were introduced to the WGP 
throughout the year. 
     An unmentioned accomplishment this year, like many years, was the exposure of the 
resource to people who have not experienced it before. Just after the meeting ended and 
people were wrapping up to go home on Sunday afternoon, a new visitor to the area was 
seen in the drizzling rain, ready to learn all about the WGP. He was advised to saunter 
up to the second floor of the education center and meet some of the Friends of the WGP. 

FUTURE OF THE PRESERVE 
    The Withlacoochee Gulf Preserve is facing a challenge as a result of the members of 
the Yankeetown Town Council placing a question on the Feb. 26 ballot asking the town’s 
voters whether the Town of Yankeetown should stop funding the WGP. 
     It is a “Yes” or “No” question that seeks to uncover the feeling of the majority of 
however many of the 300 or so registered voters in the Town of Yankeetown who vote 
that day. 
     If the majority of voters want the town to continue funding the $30,000 annual 
operational costs to keep the Preserve as a town asset that attracts people to the area, 
then the voters will vote “Yes.” 
     If the voters don’t want the town to own the property, then the voters will vote “No.” 
     This is a poll. The members of the Town of Yankeetown Council will do whatever the 
majority of Town Council wants to do. This is a straw ballot. It is an opinion to be 
expressed by voters. 
     One option for the future of the WGP includes the town surrendering the property 
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back to the State of Florida. 
     If the state took possession of the property, what would happen next? No one knows. 
     State property is used to raise planted pines. State property can be used as a state 
park. State property can be sold to private interests. State government changes as voters 
pick those leaders. 
     There was a time, when the people of Florida had access to beaches in front of 
condominiums. Nowadays, the state leaders appear to have abandoned defending what 
used to be deemed as belonging to the people of Florida – “sovereignty lands.” 
     Use of navigable waterways in Florida, has its roots in Europe, as noted in part from 
sources in the public domain, including an article written by Glenn J. MacGrady in the 
Florida State University Law Review of 1973. 
     MacGrady noted the following (and more): 
     To ensure that the public rights of navigation, commerce, fishing and bathing would 
be protected, the common law of England provided that the Crown, in its sovereign 
capacity, held title to the beds of navigable and tidal waters in trust for the people of the 
realm. 
     Thus, lands beneath navigable waters, whether tidal or fresh, became known as 
"sovereignty lands," and the common law doctrine that protects the public's interests in 
these lands has come to be known as the "public trust doctrine." 
     In 1819, the United States government signed a treaty with Spain whereby Spain 
would cede to the United States "all of the territories . . .known by the name of East and 
West Florida [and] the adjacent islands.'” 
     When the United States took possession of the two Floridas in July of 1821, pursuant 
to the Treaty of Cession, the public trust doctrine became operative and required the 
United States government to hold "the lands under the navigable waters, including the 
shores or spaces between the ordinary high and low-water marks and tidelands, for the 
use and benefit of the state that was to be subsequently formed. 
     When Florida achieved statehood on March 3, 1845, it was "admitted into the Union 
on an equal footing with the original states, in all respects whatsoever."' 
     Beyond MacGrady’s well-written article, the state constitution and "black letter law" 
as well as case law is an ongoing evolving body that creates the bounds for people to 
exist within. 
     Therefore, the town can cede the land back to the state, and state leaders can do 
whatever they want, given that only a minority of people register and vote to choose 
those leaders. 
     If the town gives up the WGP, then the state’s leaders may try to find another entity 
to take over the management of the property – state, county, or a viable non-profit 
organization. If no organization can be found, it is possible the property could be sold to 
a private entity. 
     Just as public access to sovereign waterways in Florida changes, so do all things. 
Nothing is as constant as change. 
     Nevertheless, the voters of Yankeetown can choose to tell their town leaders that they 
see this property as an asset to the town, worthy of it maintaining its status quo. 

2019 OFFICERS AND DIRECTORS 
     The leaders of the Friends of the WGP who were elected by the majority vote at the 
event on Sunday morning are President Debra Weiss; Vice President Kent Gardner; 
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Secretary Sally Douglass; Treasurer Ellen Klee; and Directors Jeff Bernstein, Jeff Hall 
and Peter Weiss. 
     Due to the Preserve's uncertain future, the Friends annual membership campaign will 
be delayed until after the referendum vote in February. 
     The Withlacoochee Gulf Preserve is a 413-acre parcel of undeveloped wetlands 
located on Florida’s Nature Coast. It consists of mixed hardwood, pine, and cabbage 
palm forest, tidal marshes and several salt ponds. The Preserve has a 30-foot tall 
observation tower, salt pond boardwalk, Gulf-accessible canoe/kayak dock, and a 4,500 
square-foot education center. 
     The Withlacoochee Gulf Preserve currently is owned and operated by the Town of 
Yankeetown. It was purchased with funding from the Florida Communities Trust. The 
Preserve is located at 1001 Old Rock Road, in Yankeetown. Visit the website 
(https://wgpfl.org/) for directions and information on upcoming events. 

https://wgpfl.org/

