Cane Island Power Park – Unit 4
SAND SKINK SURVEY REPORT

Introduction

The sand skink (Neoseps reynoldsi) is listed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the State of Florida as a threatened species in south Florida.  No critical habitat has been designated, but the species is included in several Habitat Conservation Plans and in Multiple-species Recovery Plans.  
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Sand Skink
Project Description
The Florida Municipal Power Agency (FMPA) and the Kissimmee Utility Authority (KUA) are proposing to construct and operate a new 300 MW combined cycle combustion turbine unit (Unit 4) at the existing Cane Island Power Park near Intercession City in Osceola County, Florida.  The new unit and associated facilities will temporarily disturb 24 acres, largely in previously disturbed areas, and permanently occupy approximately 9 acres.  However, approximately 15 acres of previously undeveloped, but adjacent areas, will be required for Unit 4 facilities.  These 15 acres are largely sand pine scrub, white sand, habitat.
Habitat Description

The sand skink was listed as threatened in 1987 due to modification and destruction of xeric upland communities in central Florida. Sand skinks are primarily fossorial (burrowing) and take prey below the surface.  This skink is most commonly associated with habitat dominated by xeric vegetation, such as oak-dominated scrub, turkey oak barrens, high pine, and xeric hammocks that contain open sandy patches interspersed with forbs, shrubs, and trees.  Although sand skink tracks are most typically observed in open sandy areas, it may utilize a variety of other micro-habitats within xeric vegetative communities.  Areas containing extensive rooted vegetation within this matrix may preclude sand skink movement and are less likely to be used by skinks, but it appears most abundant in the ecotone between areas with abundant leaf litter and vegetative cover and adjacent open sands.  Typical upland habitat for this skink consists of sand pine (Pinus clausa)-rosemary (Ceratiola ericoides) scrub or longleaf pine (Pinus palustris)-turkey oak (Quercus laevis) association. Sand skinks prefer sandy, well drained soils.

Sand pine scrub is a natural upland community that occurs on the northern half of the geographic feature known as Cane Island.  This area has flat terrain and well-drained sandy soils.  The overstory is dominated by sand pine (Pinus clausa), sand live oak (Quercus geminata), Chapman's oak (Quercus chapmanii), and scrub oak (Quercus inopina).  The shrubby understory includes rusty lyonia (Lyonia ferruginea), fetterbush (Lyonia lucida), palmetto (Serenoa repens), and rosemary (Ceratiola ericoides).  Ground cover is typically sparse with few species, including wire-grass (Aristida stricta), golden aster (Heterotheca graminifolia), yellow buttons (Balduina angustifolia), several Cladonia spp., beak rush (Rhynchospora megalocarpa), white-head bogbuttons (Lachnocaulon anceps), yellow-eyed grass (Xyris brevifolia), and broomsedge (Andropogon virginicus).  Figure 1 (Drawing 147651-DS-0115) indicates the facility areas on an aerial photograph.
Methods

Two survey methods were used to determine if skinks are present in the project impact area:  pedestrian survey and coverboard survey.  The pedestrian survey was a meandering walking survey through suitable habitat to look for signs or tracks of the skink while checking the coverboards.  A coverboard survey was also completed in appropriate habitat areas. The survey was conducted weekly between April 21 and May 15, 2008.
Pedestrian Survey

A pedestrian survey was used to determine the presence of skinks. This survey was conducted throughout suitable skink habitats, focusing on bare sand patches within the survey area. Sand skinks leave distinctive “S” shaped tracks in bare sand (Fig. 2) that can be detected under appropriate environmental conditions (dry and windless; Table 1 indicates rainfall during the survey period).  As such, these tracks can be used as indicators of skink presence. 
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Figure 2.  Typical Sand Skink Track
If any such tracks are observed, the tracks will be photographed. If the results of pedestrian surveys successfully detect skink tracks in the survey area, the presence of skinks will be assumed confirmed. However, and concurrent with the pedestrian survey, a more intensive coverboard survey was undertaken to reach a more definitive conclusion as described below.
Coverboard Survey

A coverboard survey can be used to detect the presence of skinks. Coverboards were placed within suitable areas of bare sand or sparse vegetation adjacent to leaf litter or other detritus, ensuring full contact of the coverboard with the soil surface. The locations of all coverboards are shown on Figure 3.  Fifty plywood coverboards, 2 ft by 2 ft in dimension, were monitored during the survey.
Coverboards were lifted and checked for tracks once per week.  After checking for tracks and skinks, the coverboards were repositioned. As previously mentioned, pedestrian surveys were conducted between coverboard locations and throughout the survey area. 
Results
No sand skinks or evidence of sand skinks was observed during the survey.  The Field Data Sheets for each monitoring event, coverboard photos, and rainfall information for the survey period are attached to this report.
FMPA and KUA believe that the absence of skinks and skink tracks within the surveyed area indicates a low risk of taking skinks.  
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