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Through Florida Climate Smart Agriculture (FLCSA), farmers, ranch-

ers, foresters, and fishers, along with their academic, conservation, 

government, and value chain partners are working to advance a 

new vision for Florida agriculture: a vision where agriculture, in its broadest 

sense, is not defined simply as a sector that produces high quality commodities 

like fruits and vegetables, plants, field crops, livestock, timber, and shellfish, 

but one that concurrently filters and stores water, enhances biodiversity, 

sequesters carbon, supports wildlife, and provides other ecosystem services 

that improve quality of life in the state.

This vision calls for transformational change, not only in outputs from 

working lands, but the way in which these high value goods and services 

are produced and delivered. Going forward, FLCSA leaders are creating a 

working laboratory, where multi-stakeholder, cross-boundary collaboratives 

demonstrate uncommon collaboration and unite in developing and imple-

menting roadmaps to a better tomorrow; one where agriculture is enabled 

and rewarded financially for delivering pragmatic solutions to 21st century 

challenges.  

Florida is a big state, and FLCSA leaders recognized they needed to start 

work in a special place and demonstrate proof of concept. They chose as 

their inaugural project the Suwannee River Basin and named their work the 

Healthy Farms – Healthy Bays Initiative. Aided by incredibly valuable con-

tributions from the University of Florida’s Institute for Food and Agriculture 

Sciences and the Suwannee River Partnership, FLCSA formed and facilitated 

a leadership team composed of upstream “terrestrial” farmers and down-

stream “aquatic” farmers and set out on a mission to develop a roadmap 

to enhance sustainability of agricultural operations and to improve water 

quality, fisheries, and habitat in the Suwannee River watershed. In doing so, 

FLCSA is helping farmers think about and experiment with solution pathways 

and tactics that reduce external inputs, close nutrient loops, regenerate soils, 

and concurrently produce agricultural and food products, protect and renew 

ecosystems, and provide multiple services and benefits to the farm enter-

prise and to society.

This roadmap builds on existing restoration plans and projects and calls for 

using the best available science and leading technical advisors to achieve a 

new future—a future where healthy and productive bays, rivers, and streams 

across the watershed are underpinned and supported by a vibrant and  

sustainable agricultural economy.

Please join us in achieving these goals. 

Ed Chiles and Randall Dasher 

Florida Climate Smart Agriculture: 

Healthy Farms-Healthy Bays Initiative  

July 2024
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ABOUT SOLUTIONS 
FROM THE LAND:

Solutions from the Land (SfL) is a 

501c3 nonprofit focused on land-

based solutions to global challeng-

es. SfL builds and facilitates state, 

national, and global initiatives and 

alliances through which farmers, 

ranchers, foresters and collabo-

rating partners showcase exam-

ples of innovation and proactively 

advocate for policies, partnerships, 

investments, and research that 

will enable agricultural landscapes 

to deliver near-term, cost-effec-

tive, integrated solutions to global 

mega-challenges: food and energy 

security; sustainable economic 

development; and environmental 

improvement. For more information, 

see solutionsfromtheland.org and 

21st century renaissance.

FUNDING SOURCE

Healthy Farms – Healthy Bays was 

funded by a $100,000 grant from 

VoLo Foundation. VoLo Foundation  

is a private family organization 

whose mission is to accelerate 

change and global impact by 

supporting science-based climate 

solutions, enhancing education,  

and improving health. 
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“Our Vision: A future 

where healthy and  

productive bays, rivers 

and streams in the  

Suwannee River Basin 

are underpinned and 

supported by a vibrant 

and sustainable  

agricultural economy.”
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LIFE ON THE RIVER

The Suwannee River Basin stretches 
across 11,000 square miles on both 
sides of the Florida-Georgia line.  

Along its path, the Suwannee River nur-
tures life and livelihoods. Now, Florida’s 
farmers, both land- and water-based, 
are asking for help to protect the river 
and the land surrounding it. 

The Suwannee River is considered 
a wild river and is one of the largest 

undammed rivers in the southeastern 
U.S. Local economies along the river 
depend largely on the water and land 
itself: through agriculture, forestry, and 
fisheries.

The bays of the Suwannee River Basin 
support a vibrant shellfish industry,  
with abundant oyster, clam, and crab 
harvests. Upland farmers tend a 
diverse range of crops and livestock: 
grains, peanuts, hay, watermelons,  
vegetables, poultry, beef and dairy  

About the Healthy Farms – Healthy Bays Initiative

Healthy Farms – Healthy Bays is an initiative of Florida Climate Smart Agriculture (FLCSA)  

and collaborating partners: Solutions from the Land, the Suwannee River Partnership, and  

the University of Florida Institute for Food and Agricultural Sciences. The initiative connects 

upland farmers and ranchers with downstream aquatic ecosystem stakeholders to work  

together toward a future where healthy and productive ecosystems, bays, rivers, and streams 

are underpinned and supported by a vibrant, sustainable agricultural and fishing economy.  

cattle, sheep, and goats.

“Most farms in Florida are multi-genera-
tion farms,” said David Royal, 4-R Project 
Manager with the Nature Conservancy, 
in a 2019 video published by the North 
Florida Research and Education 
Center at Suwannee Valley. “They plan 
on their grandkids, and their grandkids, 
to keep these farming practices up, so 
they want to be good stewards of the 
land. They realize the land is what takes 
care of them.”

Photo Credit: Wendy-Lin Bartels Photo Courtesy of Braley Hines

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2nGAZXtmdTU
https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/
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The land, of course, includes the river. 
The two are inextricably intertwined, 
and farmers are the first line of citizens 
who depend on the Suwannee River 
Basin. But they are certainly not the last. 
The river basin recharges groundwater, 
provides habitat for fish and wildlife, 
and creates the recreational activities 
beloved by Floridians and tourists alike.

“This region has very important coastal 
ecosystems that support a lot of ecosys-
tem services, like fisheries and aqua-
culture, and a vibrant tourism industry,” 
says Mike Allen, University of Florida 
professor of fisheries and director of the 
Nature Coast Biological Station.  

People travel miles to visit Cedar Key, a 
quaint coastal town known for its clams 
and oysters.

“Agriculture is also very important in the 
region, economically and socially,” Allen 
adds.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

The Suwannee River Basin remains 
largely rural and relatively untouched by 
development when compared to other 
parts of Florida, but the question is: “For 
how long?”

Already, housing developments and 
shops are popping up in places that 
used to be open: wild or agricultural 
lands. Asphalt covers dirt roads. Wildlife 
disappears.

Not only does the look of the land 
change; the health of the land is at risk. 

“It scares me because, where’s all that 
runoff and sewage and trash going to 
go?” says Timothy Solano, whose family 
grows clams in Cedar Key, where the 
Suwannee River meets the Gulf of Mex-
ico. For the past 15-plus years, Solano’s 
family has supplied clams to Costco, 
which sells them in stores from southern 
Florida to northern Massachusetts. 

Everything—from plastics to excess ni-
trogen—that comes down the river ends 

up in the bay, affecting water quality, 
aquatic life, and, ultimately, humans. 

Clams are filter feeders, the ocean’s 
first line of defense. Each clam turns 
1.6 grams of carbon from the water into 
material for its shell every year. They 
also filter out 0.06 grams of nitrogen in 
a year. The numbers sound small until 
you consider Solano’s operation alone 
has 40 million clams, and there are 
hundreds more farms in the bays. 

“Those clams are out there working,” 
Solano says.

But there’s only so much the clams can 
handle. 

Solano points to another source of 
concern: climate change, which is ex-
acerbated by urban development and 
the loss of green space. 

In July 2023, Cedar Key saw record- 
high temperatures “basically to the 
point where we had zero oxygen in the 
water,” Solano says. No oxygen means 

dead clams, a clam farmer’s worst 
nightmare. 

Just a month later, in late August, Hur-
ricane Idalia made landfall near Keaton 
Beach, less than 100 miles up the coast 
from Cedar Key. Torrential rains and 
winds muddied the waters where clams 
and other shellfish grew, suffocating life 
once again. 

The damage was devastating, but this 
may only be the beginning. 

Climate-related disruptions are expect-
ed to increase over the next 25 years, 
leading to declines in the production of 
shellfish as well as other crops such as 
fruits, vegetables, and animal products 
due to pollination problems, weeds, 
diseases, insect pests, extreme weather, 
and other naturally induced stresses.  

“These are things that make a farmer 
worried,” Solano says. “We want to be 
proactive in thinking about what we  
can do to prevent it.” 

• The Suwannee River is the second-largest river system in Florida,
at 246 miles long.

» Land use in the Suwannee River Basin includes:

» Managed forests and other forested uplands (44%)

» Agricultural (21%)

» Rangeland (4%).

» Wetland (18%)

» Developed land (12%)

• The Suwannee River has been
designated as an Outstanding
Florida Water for its “exceptional
recreational or ecological significance.”
It’s also a federally designated “wild river”
because it flows freely, without
man-made alterations such as dams.

Source: Suwannee River Water Management District

Suwannee River Basin Quick Facts

https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/
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AGRICULTURE ACTS

Upstream, farmers on land are also 
watching development encroach. For 
many farmers, there is still hope the next 
generation will take on the farm. They 
see their work not as a career but as a 
way of life. The land offers a legacy that 
farmers are proud to carry.

But, when profit margins are tight or 
bleeding into the red, the call of a 
developer willing to pay tremendous 
amounts for the land is enough to tempt 
anyone.

Farmers stay on the land because they 
want to, not because it’s easy. And they 
can’t afford to waste any resource— 
nitrogen fertilizer included.

Still, farmers are faced with strong 
pressure—now legal in nature—to prove 
they are not using excess nutrients. As 
part of Florida’s basin management 
action plans (BMAPs), farmers in the 
Suwannee River Basin must produce 
records, during on-farm visits, showing 
how much nitrogen fertilizer they have 
applied to their crops. They cannot 
exceed limits set by the state, based on 
university recommendations per crop.  

“We’re really working hard,” says Bob 
Hochmuth, assistant director for the 
North Florida Research and Education 
Center-Suwannee Valley and regional 
specialized Extension agent for  
commercial vegetable crops. “This is 
important to farmers. It’s important to 
the region.”

And, he emphasizes: “It’s imperative we 
keep agriculture strong.”

THE 4Rs

Farmers are familiar with the 4Rs:  
fertilizing using the right source at the 
right rate at the right time in the right 
place. They use these principles, aided 
by soil and plant tissue tests, which tell 
them how much and when certain nu-
trients are necessary. In the Suwannee 

Dangerous Storms Ahead

More severe storms are expected to hit Florida in the coming decades, 
due to climate change, so now is the time to act.

According to the Florida Climate Center, storms are expected to bring 
increased levels of coastal flooding, regardless of changes in storm 
intensity. 

Other expected climate-related changes include:

• Flooding rain associated with hurricanes will become
more hazardous.

• Warmer oceans raise the ceiling for intensity.

• Locations where hurricanes reach their peak are shifting
closer to land.

Source: Carstens, J., Uejio, C., & Wing, A. (2022). Understanding Past,  
Present, and Future Tropical Cyclone Activity. Florida State University. 
https://climatecenter.fsu.edu/images/docs/ClimateTCs_Carstens.pdf

Why Protect Ag Land?

About one-third of Florida’s land is currently used for agriculture.  
However, without effective planning and land management policies, 
Florida could lose 120 acres of agricultural land per day—or almost 
45,000 acres per year—to development and, to a lesser degree, sea 
level rise, between now and 2070. 

It is critical to protect agricultural and conservation lands. 

These lands:

• Support wetlands and surface water quality

• Store and purify water that becomes Florida’s drinking water

• Protect floodplains

• Provide open space and wildlife habitat (including rare species habitat)

• Sequester carbon, key for climate-change mitigation

Well-functioning land is good for everyone. It’s more resilient when 
storms come, meaning it can more quickly bounce back and continue 
providing the food, water, and other necessities our communities need 
to survive. 

Source: Agriculture 2040/2070, a joint project of the University of Florida 
Center for Landscape Conservation Planning and 1000 Friends of Florida. 
Find the report at https://1000fof.org/ag2040-2070.

https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/


Timothy Solano is a second-generation clam farmer 
in Cedar Key, Florida, on the eastern coast of the Gulf 
of Mexico. He has three young children, who he hopes 
someday may also take interest in the family business, 
Cedar Key Aquaculture Farms, which grows millions of 
clams in leased bay waters. Those clams are sold by 
Costco in stores to families across Florida and up the 
East Coast, as far as northern Massachusetts.  

Regardless of his children’s future career choices, he 
wants them to be able to experience and appreciate 
Florida’s natural coastline. 

“I want to make sure my kids enjoy the same Florida life 
I got to enjoy growing up,” Solano says.

Florida’s coast is at risk, though, he says, a fact that both 
saddens and scares him. More condos and high-rises 
raise temperatures on the coast. Storms are getting 
stronger. Red tides are blooming, a sign of excess levels 
of nutrients, like nitrogen, floating downstream.

Red tide blooms don’t actually kill clams, Solano says, 
but they shut operations down “for a very long time.” 
While clam farmers wait for the toxic waters to subside, 
their clams continue growing—past a point the market 
deems acceptable. They end up with clams they  
cannot sell. 

Solano has heard rumblings of blame pointed at upland 
farmers, but he says the finger-pointing is unjustified.

“It’s not the upland farmers’ faults,” Solano says. “They’re 
trying to do everything they can, and they’re spending  
outrageous dollars to do it, as well.”

Farmers use practices and advanced technologies to 
keep nitrogen in the soil, where the essential nutrient 
helps grow food, and out of waterways, as much as  
possible, he says. Their efforts impress him.  

PRODUCER SPOTLIGHT:  T IMOTHY SOLANO,  CLAM FARMER IN CEDAR KEY

Still, there have been higher levels of nutrients in the water 
over the past few years. It’s an urgent concern. Another 
major concern to Solano is the looming threat of urban 
development, which also sends pollution and excess 
nutrients (including nitrogen) down the river. Unlike with 
agriculture, diverting the land to “grow houses” instead of 
crops and livestock gives the land very little chance to  
do what it does naturally—produce valuable ecosystem 
services, such as carbon sequestration and water filtration. 

Between urban sprawl and climate change, Solano won-
ders about his family’s future on the bay—and the state’s 
environmental future. He was happy to find partners in the 
upland farmers who were ready to listen to his concerns 
and to forge a way forward together.

“It was good to know there’s a lot of unity between farmers, 
whether it’s one that grows watermelons or peanuts or 
soybeans or cattle or clams,” Solano says. “We all support 
each other because we realize Florida needs agriculture 
[which includes aquaculture]. We love Mother Nature, and 
a lot of Floridians do too.”

S O L U T I O N S  F R O M  T H E  L A N D
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Photo Courtesy of Timothy Solano

Photo Courtesy of Timothy Solano
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Randall Dasher’s family has lived and worked the land 
in Suwannee County since 1948. He’s grown a variety 
of field row crops, from small grains to peanuts, and now 
focuses on greenhouse vegetable production and a 
seed processing business. 

Whatever he has grown, Dasher has always worked with 
the University of Florida Extension to use best manage-
ment practices. He has adjusted irrigation and tillage 
practices. He has used crop rotations and cover crops. 
He has conserved and built up soil organic matter, which  
improves water cycling and the overall health of the  
land and watershed. 

Of all the changes Dasher has seen on the land, one 
of the most significant has been the influx of people, 
especially in the last 30 to 40 years. When Dasher grew 
up, there were four houses, with four septic tanks, on his 
three-mile road. Now there are 17. 

Still, Suwannee County remains “one of Florida’s last 
stronghold counties for diverse agriculture,” says Bob 
Hochmuth, with University of Florida Extension. The 
county ranks No. 1 in the state for poultry and egg 
production; No. 3 for milk from cows; No. 4 for grains, 
oilseeds, dry beans, and dry peas; and No. 8 for sheep, 
goats, wool, mohair, and milk. 97% of these farms  
are family farms, according to the 2022 Census of  
Agriculture. 

Dasher hopes upland farmers and downstream aqua-
culturists working together can inspire the people across 
the state to support actions that clean up the water, or 

PRODUCER SPOTLIGHT:  DASHER FARM,  SUWANNEE COUNTY

“Florida gold,” as Dasher calls it, without jeopardizing the 
production of food or livelihoods of farmers.

Technology, like the pivots Dasher’s neighbors use to 
“spoon-feed” corn small, precise amounts of nitrogen 
fertilizer at a time—just enough for the plants to use, could 
offer solutions to limit potential for leaching, a win-win for 
farmers and the environment.  

“Everybody’s looking at, ‘What can I do to prevent any 
leaching or contamination and still run the business?’” 
Dasher says. “Everybody’s on board with any technology 
that we can come up with because we live here, too. We 
drink the same water.”

8Visit solutionsfromtheland.org to learn more. Solutions from the Land
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River Basin, a fifth R, proper irrigation, 
also applies. The soil needs an appropri-
ate amount of moisture for nutrients to 
be efficiently used by the plants and not 
be lost to leaching from excess moisture. 

Nitrogen is an essential nutrient that all 
plants need to grow. It’s one of the same 
nutrients homeowners use to fertilize 
their yards—to grow nice, green grass. 
But it’s not cheap—and it’s getting more 
expensive. A farmer’s crop does not 
benefit from applying too much, or  
inefficiently. 

Advanced tools and techniques for  
precision nitrogen applications are  
gaining interest:

• Controlled-release fertilizer vastly 
reduces the amount of nitrogen that
could potentially leach through the 
soil (rendering the leached nutrients
ineffective to the crop and a poten-
tial danger to the environment).

• Soil-moisture sensors keep farmers
informed of when they need to
initiate an irrigation event and how 
long to irrigate.

• Specialty equipment enables 
farmers to apply precise amounts of
fertilizer through applications
targeted at the active root systems
of plants rather than broadcast
applications that may distribute
nutrients to areas where there are
no roots at the time. 

TIME TO WORK TOGETHER

There is one big problem, a gap of sorts. 
Farmers are willing to implement these 
advanced methods of nitrogen efficien-
cy, but most farmers cannot afford the 
kind of investment needed—which can 
reach into multiple millions of dollars. 

Farmers may see some cost savings 
when using (and buying) less fertilizer—  
a win for them and the environment. But 
they are not likely to see a complete re-
turn-on-investment based on the cost of 

implementing these practices and the 
low returns they may receive at market 
for their products. 

“I don’t see how we as a public could 
reasonably expect farmers to adopt 
these practices on their own in a short 
period of time, with only their own 
money,” Hochmuth says. “It’s not  
reasonable to expect that to be a  
successful short-term plan.” 

At the same time, the need is urgent. 
There is no time to waste. As the  
climate changes, Florida’s rural and 
urban communities need healthy, 
resilient land. To be successful, Florida 
needs to work together. 

“Farmers are making great strides and 
are willing to put forth the effort to do 
these things,” Hochmuth says. “But the 
big challenge is that these are very  
expensive changes. They’re going to 
need the public’s support.”

A VISION FOR THE FUTURE

With farmers upland and downstream 
facing pressures driven by a changing 
climate and need for environmental  
sustainability, they decided to get 
together. To talk about their challenges. 
To learn about the other side of the 
watershed. 

Together, they formed an initiative 
called Healthy Farms, Healthy Bays, an 
outcropping of Florida Climate Smart 
Agriculture, a multi-stakeholder  
effort led by farmers in partnership with 
conservation, environmental, business, 
health, academic, and government 
partners and leaders. The initiative was 
funded by a $100,000 grant from VoLo 
Foundation. 

The aim of the initiative was to connect 
upland farmers and ranchers with 
downstream aquaculture and aquatic 
ecosystem stakeholders in a joint effort 
to enhance sustainability of agricultural 

Counting The Cost

Farmers in the Suwannee River Basin are being called upon to be more 
efficient users of nitrogen fertilizer. Farmers would prefer to use less 
fertilizer to grow their crops, and modern technologies are making this 
possible. But these advancements are expensive to adopt, especially 
considering the limited capacity for farmers to see a short-term  
return-on-investment to their family businesses from these adoptions. 

Here’s a look at the cost without cost-share assistance:

• A single soil-moisture sensor costs about $2,000 plus annual $200-
300 service and maintenance fees.

• Control-release fertilizer costs $250-300 more per acre than
conventional fertilizer.

• A fertilizer applicator that enables targeted applications instead of
broadcasted applications could cost $50,000 to $100,000, or more.

Bob Hochmuth, with University of Florida’s North Florida Research 
and Education Center-Suwannee Valley, also notes the need for more 
technical advisers, or “boots-on-the-ground,” to help farmers make the 
most of new techniques and technologies on their operation. In many of 
the region’s counties, there is only one county Extension agent to serve 
hundreds of farms. 

https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/


Braley Hines is the sixth generation of Cook Farms Produce 
in Gilchrist County, Florida. The family cultivates vegetables, 
watermelon, and deer corn. Hines, a senior at Bell High School, 
has helped with just about every task on the farm: bagging 
corn, checking cows, and picking jalapeno peppers and water-
melon. But she most enjoys connecting the public to farm life 
through photography and writing. She manages social media 
for the family’s guided turkey hunt business, and after gradua-
tion, plans to pursue a degree in agricultural communications 
with a minor in agricultural law at the University of Florida.

Participating in the Healthy Farms, Healthy Bays initiative has 
further confirmed her desire to work for an organization that 
helps create policy in agriculture and “protects farmers,” she 
says. Like her family members, including her younger brother 
and cousins, who want to farm when they grow up. 

Hines would like to see farmers get compensated for the ser-
vices they provide beyond food production, such as those that 
provide clean water, wildlife habitat, and carbon sequestration.

“Farmers do so much for the environment,” Hines says. “I think 
finding a way to compensate them for that would be a huge 

STUDENT SPOTLIGHT:  BRALEY HINES,  GILCHRIST COUNTY

S O L U T I O N S  F R O M  T H E  L A N D
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step in ultimately ensuring that farms are all leading toward 
healthy soil, healthy water. Without healthy soil, we can’t 
have a healthy water system. It really is all connected, and 
the policies need to support farmers in that.”

Photo Courtesy of Braley Hines

Photo Courtesy of Braley Hines

https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/
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and fishing operations and to improve 
water quality, fisheries, and habitat in key 
rivers, bays, and estuaries—starting in 
the Suwannee River Basin.

The initiative leadership team included 
nine representatives each of aquatic  
and land stakeholders, including two 
teen leaders whose voices represent 
the future. 

“It was nice to make all of those con-
nections and to see all the different 
perspectives,” says Abby Whitehead, a 
sophomore at Dixie County High School, 
who joined in the initiative alongside her 
friend Braley Hines, a senior at Bell High 
School. “We realized there was a lot in 
common between the two sides.”

Whitehead is the fifth generation and a 
part-owner of her family’s seafood busi-
ness, JanaLou’s Seafood, in Horseshoe 
Beach. Hines is the sixth generation of 
Cook Farms Produce in Gilchrist County. 

In a room together for the first time, the 
two groups made interesting realiza-
tions. Crop and livestock farmers were 
surprised aquaculturists did not have 
insurance or any kind of safety net to 
protect them against losses inevitable 
in storms like Hurricane Idalia. Aquacul-
turists learned about the science-based 
practices used by upland farmers. 

United, they envisioned a future where 
both land- and water-based farmers 
would have a place at the table discuss-
ing policies that affect their life—and 
all life—on and surrounding the river. 
Where they can be proactive, not just 
reactive.

They came together around core needs, 
including the needs for more science 
and data, community engagement and 
education, and community planning and 
resiliency. 

“It’s farmers who give us food, so there’s 
no way of surviving without farmers,” 
Whitehead says. 

It was heartbreaking, she adds, seeing 
her hometown of Horseshoe Beach in 
pieces after Hurricane Idalia. 

“We know we can’t prevent these big 
storms from coming,” Whitehead says. 
“But how can we recover faster? How 
can we be more prepared when they 
do come at us?”

LOOKING FORWARD

It’s exciting to see “farmers on both 
ends of the watershed really willing to 
listen to each other,” says Mike Allen, a 
University of Florida fisheries professor 
and director of the Nature Coast  
Biological Station.  

“We’ve made good progress so far,” 
Allen says. “I think the question now is, 
‘What are the next steps, the big pic-
ture steps in a research focus that can 
make a difference?’” 

On the water side, Allen says he wants 
to better understand the effects of 
salinity, nutrients, and river discharge 
on the system and to refine models 
already in place. 

Landscape-scale experiments are 
needed where individual farmers up 
and down the watershed are willing to 
try new things and measure responses. 
This could be testing different sources 
and methods of fertilization, which Bob 
Hochmuth and the University of Florida 
are already beginning to do at the UF/
IFAS North Florida Research and  
Education Center – Suwannee Valley. 

For clam farmers, it might be growing 
clams in deeper waters or at sites not 
as vulnerable to temperatures. It could 
also involve genetic research and 
breeding clams that are more heat 
tolerant. 

There’s also a social component. Farm-
ers want to connect with the public 
on the issues, to find ways forward 
together.

It’s going to take everyone’s help to 

achieve healthy lands and bays for 
Florida’s future.

As a first step, the Healthy Farms, 
Healthy Bays farmer-leaders identified 
two priority goals to pursue:

1. An accelerated Best Management
Practice (BMP) research and imple-
mentation program.

Best Management Practices are 
already used by upland farmers to 
reduce nitrogen run-off and other 
impacts to water quality and quantity. 
However, more work is needed to 
widen the adoption of BMPs in the 
watershed. Expanded research is 
also needed as the best practices of 
two decades ago will not be the best 
practices of today or tomorrow, as 
the environment, climate, and market 
conditions change. 

2. Development and implementation
of a comprehensive agriculture and 
aquaculture community engage-
ment, education, and advocacy 
program.

It’s time to tell Florida’s agriculture 
story—and what Florida needs to 
support healthy and productive 
ecosystems, bays, rivers, and streams 
underpinned and supported by a 
vibrant and sustainable agricultural 
and fishing economy.  

Find the full Roadmap Report from  
Florida Climate Smart Agriculture’s 
Healthy Farms, Healthy Bays initiative at 
www.solutionsfromtheland.org/flcsa. 

JOIN US
If you are interested in joining  
the Healthy Farms, Healthy Bays 
initiative or in learning more, contact 
Solutions from the Land at  
info@solutionsfromtheland.org.  
Join us in an uncommon partnership 
that will collaborate to achieve win-
win outcomes for Florida agriculture  
and coastal bays.

https://www.solutionsfromtheland.org/
mailto:info@solutionsfromtheland.org
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Abby Whitehead, a sophomore at Dixie County High 
School, is the fifth generation and a part-owner of her 
family’s seafood business, JanaLou’s Seafood, in Horse-
shoe Beach. They are best known for their soft-shell crabs 
but also harvest and sell scallops, shrimp, mullet, flounder, 
grouper and other seafood. Whitehead is involved in all 
aspects of the family operation, from going out on the boat 
with her grandfather to packaging and customer service.

Whitehead is also interested in science. Her agriscience 
fair project on how temperature affects the rate soft-shell 
crabs shed their shells earned her a spot in the National FFA 
Agriscience Fair competition in fall 2023. She found crabs 
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shed their shells within seven to 25 minutes, with a one degree 
increase in temperature adding three minutes to that time.

Temperature shifts are also affecting the duration of crabbing 
season. Legally, the season runs from January to the begin-
ning of November, but the peak is typically April, May, and into 
the summer months, until excessive heat sets in. In the last few 
years, Whitehead has noticed the colder months have been 
colder longer. That means the season has started late. Then, 
the summers grow unbearably hot—too hot for shellfish.

“We’re having to adjust where we set our traps and for how 
long,” Whitehead says. “We already had a small window to 
work with as it was.” 

More than anything, Whitehead wants people to recognize 
aquaculture is just another form of agriculture, like horticulture 
(fruit, vegetable and flower production) or ranching (raising 
livestock on grazing lands). 

“Farmers are here to work with you and to help you, not work 
against you,” Whitehead says. “We’re not the sole cause of 
changes on the land.” 

Eventually, she says, the crabs will adapt to higher tempera-
tures. Survival of the fittest will prevail. But she sees rough 
years ahead for water-based farmers until then. Rough years 
that will likely coincide with her time to take over the family 
business.

“Patterns change, and you have to figure out how to change 
with them so that you can keep your business alive,” she says. 
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