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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The University of Florida’s School of Forest Resources and Conservation, in collaboration with 

the U.S. Forest Service and with assistance from the Florida Trail Association and coalition 

partners, produces a comprehensive visitor assessment for the Florida National Scenic Trail 

(FNST). The purpose of this research study is to continuously monitor visitor counts throughout 

the entire trail each year, and to gather trends in visitor characteristics. This report represents 

the results of the 2018-2019 study period. 

METHODS 

Trail estimates 

- Use of TRAFx infrared trail counters. This study year represents the transitions from 

Trail Master counter systems and software to TRAFx Counter systems and software.  

Visitor assessment 

- Exit surveys were collected at various access points on both FNST and non-FNST trails 

in order to obtain visitor characteristics and highlight differences between FNST and 

non-FNST trail users 

 

RESULTS 

Trail estimates 

For the 2018-2019 study period, an estimated 371,525 visitors used the FNST, representing a 

7,235 visit, or a 2 percent increase in visitors in comparison to the 2017-2018 study period.  

Summer Visitation (June-September) Fall/Spring Visitation (October-May) 

38,538 333,885 

TOTAL  371,525 
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Figure 3. Annual use of Florida National Scenic Trail 2003-2019 

 

Visitor Assessment- FNST and non-FNST visitors 

FNST Trail users were mostly male (50%), married (56%), with no children (64%), had a 

Bachelor’s degree (41%), employed full time (60%), white (86%) and had an income between 

$30,000-60,000 (32%). 

 

Non-FNST Trail users were mostly male (50%), married (62%), with no children (62%), had a 

Bachelor’s degree (35%), employed full time (56%), white (88%) and had an income between 

$30,000 – 60,000 (30%). 

 

The top three recreation motivations for FNST users are related to experiencing nature and its 

aesthetics (Figure 1). Although nature and aesthetics were important to non-FNST users, as 

well, exercise (M=4.7) was also one of their three  three most important motivations, which it 

wasn’t for FNST users. Although it wasn’t one of their highest ranked motivations, non-FNST 

users tended to rate being with their family significantly higher than FNST users.  
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FNST

Wilderness and 
undisturbed 
nature (4.5)

Good environmental 
quality of air, water, 

and soil (4.5)

Easy access to the 
area/ being easy to 

get to(4.3)

Non FNST

Wilderness and 
undisturbed 
nature (4.5)

Good environmental 
quality of air, water, 

and soil  (4.4)

Easy access to the 
area/being easy to get 

to (4.2)

 

 

 

In comparison, FNST and non-FNST users did not differ in their top three site preferences 

(Figure 2). Users of both trails value wilderness and undisturbed nature and good 

environmental quality as priorities for their recreation preferences, as well as accessibility of the 

trail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FNST

To enjoy 
scenery (4.9)

To experience 
nature (4.8)

To be close to 
nature (4.7)

Non FNST

To enjoy 
scenery (4.8)

To experience 
nature (4.8)

To get exercise 
(4.7)

Figure 1. Top three recreation motivations for FNST and non-FNST users. 

Responses were measured in a scale of 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (Very important) 

Figure 2. Top three recreation motivations for FNST and non-FNST users. 

Responses were measured in a scale of 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (Very important) 
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In terms of knowledge of the trails, FNST users are more likely to know about the FNST 

through word of mouth or living nearby. The also tended to visit the FNST often, with 30% of 

FNST users visiting that trail 7-12 times a year. In contrast, , non-FNST users use more 

traditional methods like newspapers and roadside signs (Figure 3), and only eight percent 

visited the trail where they were contacted seven to twelve times a year The FNST appears to 

have a more personal connection with its users. If managers would like to broaden its audience, 

they could focus marketing efforts on road signs, brochures, newspaper articles, and even 

websites.  

A little more than half (54%) of non-FNST users are aware of the FNST, even though they are 

using a trail close to the FNST. Therefore, efforts to promote the FNST can be undertaken by the 

hosts of the state park or natural area through other media to build awareness within the 

natural area of the FNST.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Knowledge of FNST  
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CONCLUSIONS & IMPLICATIONS 

This on-going research helps researchers understand why users chose to visit a non-FNST trail, 

and how trail users differ between FNST and non-FNST trails. The results of motivations, site 

preferences, and user usage of our research help us understand this. 

Top motivations for users of the FNST and Non FNST are for the most part the same. Non-

FNST trail users seek to spend time with family on trails more than FNST users.  

- This suggests that FNST managers can expend marketing to promote more 

family friendly use of the FNST.  

FNST visitors tend to know about the FNST through word of mouth or live close to the trail. 

Non-FNST visitors use more traditional methods. Only a little more than half of non-FNST 

visitors are aware of the FNST, even though they were close to the FNST when surveyed. 

- Managers of sites that host the FNST should better promote the FNST to all 

visitors of parks, forest, and other areas through basic road signs and other 

media to build awareness among people already in the area.  

FNST and non-FNST users do not differ in terms of preferred site attractions. 

- FNST managers do not need to alter settings (e.g., provide more infrastructure) to attract 

more users. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Florida National Scenic Trail (FNST) spans over 1,400 miles through Florida’s unique 

ecosystems from the western panhandle to the Florida Keys. Because the trail traverses through 

various urban and rural areas, the trail is no more than 120 miles from all Florida residents with 

the exception of Florida Keys residents. The FNST’s dynamic location attracts hundreds of 

thousands of visitors annually, and provides passive recreation opportunities beyond hiking, 

such as nature appreciation, photography, and wildlife viewing.   

Visitor assessment and monitoring is important for decision-making in natural resource 

management, not only in terms of ecological impacts, but to promote social benefits related to 

outdoor recreation (Kajala, 2007). Understanding the volume of users and their preferences 

allows land managers to better manage public lands to balance conservation of the ecosystem 

while managing for appropriate recreation use in the area. This has policy implications as well- 

including visitor numbers and assessments in grant applications, funding allocation documents, 

and similar documents to governing boards or higher institutions can help land managers 

obtain the resources they need to properly manage recreation and ecological factors (Hadwen et 

al., 2007).  

The most common method for collecting visitor counts is with mechanical counters (Wan et al., 

2017). However, records on visitor counts can also be recorded through permits, entrance fees, 

vehicle counters, self-administered registration, and personal observation. Visitor assessment 

and monitoring, however, spans beyond simply providing annual numbers of users to a trail 

system or area. This process also involves understanding who those visitors are through the 

administration of visitor questionnaires. Additionally, gathering specific information about 

visitors themselves such as socio-demographic information, visitor preferences, visitor 

motivations, and visitor knowledge of the area through questionnaires can help managers and 

planners create a balance between the conservation of the surrounding habitat and providing 

quality recreation experiences (Wan et al., 2017).  

Baseline monitoring efforts along the Florida National Scenic Trail were undertaken by the U.S. 

Forest Service with the help of the researchers from the University of Florida’s School of Forest 

Resources and Conservation from June 1, 2003 to May 31, 2019. Beginning in June 2008, data 

collection re-started at previously monitored sites, allowing an initial investigation of visitor use 

trends along re-sampled sections of the Florida Trail. As these monitoring efforts continue over 

the next decade, management will be provided with scientifically collected information to assist 

in monitoring if and how FNST visitation is changing as well as if and how the characteristics of 

trail visitors is changing. As a result, programmers, managers, and volunteers will be provided 

with information to assist them in creating and enhancing recreation opportunities along the 

FNST, as well as assisting the Forest Service in justifying the need to acquire appropriate 

funding for FNST management (Wan et al., 2017). 
 

Study purpose and objectives 

The purpose of the Florida National Scenic Trail Visitor Assessment study is to provide accurate 

and precise use estimates of annual visits to the FNST. A visit is defined as an individual 

entering and exiting the FNST (Wan et al., 2017). The primary objectives include: 
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(1) Generate accurate use estimates of each survey site which can be combined with previous 

yearly estimates to create a trail-wide visitor estimate. 

(2) Understand trail users in terms of socio-demographic information, trip characteristics, 

motivations, and preferred recreation experiences. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Counting visitors on the FNST 

Study years are divided into two seasons:  

1. Summer season, June 1st to September 31st  

2. Fall/Spring Season, October 1st to May 31st 

 

Beginning the study year in the summer allows researchers ample time to contact recreation 

and land managers at new study sites, install trail counters and work out any kinks that may 

arise with equipment or the sampling framework over the summer months without sacrificing 

the loss of visitor use data. In addition to the advantages of starting in the summer, the use of 

two survey seasons allows researchers to account for seasonal differences in trail visitation. 

For 2018-2019 study season, researchers collected visitor use data from four study sites (Figure 

1): 

1. Ocala National Forest 

a. State Road 19 

b. Juniper Wilderness 

2. Three Lakes WMA 

a. Prairie Lakes 

3. Split Oak Forest 

4. Big Shoals State Park 

a. Little Shoals Preserve 
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Information on individual sites where visitor surveys were gathered can be viewed in Table 1. 

These four study sites contained a total of five access points that where monitored throughout 

the study year. 

This study year, the UF research team transitioned from TrailMaster 1550 active infrared 

counters to TRAFx infrared counter systems. TRAFx infrared counter systems are a one-unit 

system, compared to TrailMaster 1550 systems that had both a receiver and transmitter and 

needed two trees or wooden posts to operate. Additionally, TRAFx infrared counter systems are 

more accurate, host a higher battery life, more discrete, and have higher storage capacity. The 

TRAFx infrared counter systems were placed into 7”x4” electrical boxes, which protects them 

from prescribed fire and theft. The sensitivity of TRAFx infrared counter systems can be 

predetermined before implementing in the field. 
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Calibration of counters occurred before deployment in the field, where researchers walked in 

front of the counter ten times and compared this number to the number of registered counts on 

the counter. The number of actual counts was then divided by the number of registered counts 

to develop a monthly correction factor.  

Because there were no sites that had multiple use, personal observations were randomly 

performed at high use sites (i.e., Split Oak and Ocala National Forest) to ensure the reliability of 

counter data. A stratified random sampling approach was used to assign personal observation 

times in conjunction with survey periods. The sampling framework consists of two strata: 

1. Day type 

a. Weekdays (Monday - Thursday) 

b. Weekends (Friday - Sunday) 

2. Time of day 

a. Morning 

b. Afternoon 

For the fall/spring season, every survey day contained four possible survey periods: (2) 3-hour 

survey shifts in the morning and (2) 3-hour shifts in the afternoon. There are 244 days in the 

fall/spring season, 139 weekdays and 105 weekend days. 

Defining visitor characteristics 

Researchers conducted on-site exit surveys during the entire study period (June 1, 2018 to May 

31, 2019). Survey sites were selected based on FNST versus non-FNST sites. Non-FNST survey 

sites are located adjacent to FNST sites, or nearby FNST sites to understand why users are not 

using the FNST even though the trail systems may provide similar recreation experiences. Trail 

characteristics are depicted in Table 1. 

Table 1. Trail Characteristics of the Selected Surveys Sites 

Trail or Trailhead Location FNST Length 

(miles) 

Trail Type Path Type 

Big Shoals State Park Big Shoals State Park No 28 Linear Soil 

Goldhead Branch 

State Park 

Mill Run No 3.5 Loop Soil 

Goldhead Branch 

State Park 

Florida Trail Yes 3.2 Linear Soil 

Ocala National Forest Juniper Wilderness Yes 20.7 Linear Soil 

Ocala National Forest SR 19 Yes 4.7 Linear Soil 

Split Oak Forest Florida Trail Yes 6.4 Linear Soil 

Santos Trails -- No 20 Linear Soil 

Stephen Foster S.P. -- No 4.7 Linear Soil 

Cross Florida 

Greenway  

Land Bridge No 5.2 Linear Soil 
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Sites were surveyed using a random sampling procedure where every second or third person, 

or party, was approached to participate. For the non-FNST sites, a total of 217 visitors were 

approached to complete the survey of which 22 declined and 7 were incomplete resulting in 181 

completed surveys with a 91% response rate. For the FNST sites, a total of 150 visitors were 

approached to complete the survey of which 18 declined and 4 were incomplete, resulting in 

128 completed surveys with a 92% response rate. The survey was given to one consenting 

participant 18 years of age or older within every group exiting the trail. For groups that were 

larger than seven people, one person for every seventh person in the group was asked to 

complete the survey. The questionnaire took approximately 15-20 minutes of the participant’s 

time to complete and contained 47 questions for the FNST and 36 questions for the non-FNST, 

pertaining to frequency of trail use, trip expenditures, user conflicts primary activities, group 

size, trip length, trip satisfaction, trip motivation, and socio demographic information. 

 

Data analysis 

Raw data from the counters were adjusted and deleted during the following occurrences: 

(1) Unusually high counts, with no explanation from FTA or other group, and unusual 

patterns of high numbers. Unusually high counts are site specific. Counts that may be 

considered “high counts” were not deleted until reasonable knowledge about the trail 

section had been obtained. 

 

(2) Any data that included researchers calibrating or working on the trail. 

 

Counter data was then analyzed by the month, so each month within a season had a total 

number of counts. This number was recorded in an Excel spreadsheet. If data were missing 

within the month, data were estimated by: 

(Total # of hits for x days before missing data + Total # of hits for x days after missing data) / 

2 

If days were missing between two months (not the whole month) then researchers followed the 

procedure above. After dividing by 2, the answer was then divided by the number of missing 

days. This gave the number of hits per day. This number was multiplied by the number of 

missing days within the month. If data were missing for an entire month (i.e., battery died, 

counter was stolen) an access point average was applied to that particular month for that 

particular site. To account for the same entry and exit by pedestrians at a site, an access point’s 

corrected monthly count was divided by two. All final monthly data were summed up within 

the season. Final annual data were then added to previous annual data, omitting sites being re-

sampled for the current year report, to formulate a trail-wide visitation estimate.  

For the visitor surveys, descriptive statics such as frequencies, means, and standard deviations 

were relied upon to answer the studies second objective, to describe visitors in terms of their 

sociodemographic characteristics, motivations, and desired settings. In some cases, a crosstabs 

analysis was consulted to further provide explanation of the descriptive statistics. All analysis 

for visitor surveys was conducted with SPSS v22.0. FNST and non-FNST survey responses were 

compared using t-tests. 
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RESULTS 

Visitor use estimates 

This section describes the results from mechanical counters and on-site observations during the 

2018-2019 study year. Seasonal trail visitor estimations were derived by totaling: 

• Data from previous years’ research (June 2003- May 2018) 

• Results from this year’s research (June 2018– May 2019) 

 

The 2018-2019 study year had the lowest estimated visits to the Florida Trail. There were 26,537 

less estimated visits to the FNST in 2018-2019 than the previous study year. Since all study sites 

have now been researched at least once, it is reasonable to say that this year’s estimate is an 

accurate reflection of the approximate number of Florida Trail visitors. This major discrepancy 

can reflect the transition and accuracy of the new TRAFx counter systems. In the next few years, 

researchers will closely monitor visitation numbers to confirm this. 

Five TRAFx infrared counters were used in the 2018-2019 research season to collect visitation 

data. All of these counters performed well during the year, with no mechanical issues noted. 

There were two user errors reported in Little Shoals Preserve, due to not deploying the counter 

on the correct date. The single counter in Three Lakes WMA experienced a prescribed burn, 

which recorded incorrect visitation numbers for one day, which was corrected after the fact.  

Summer Estimates 

The estimated use for all four study sites during the summer of 2018 was 1,948 (Table 2). The 

study sites consisted of two high use and two low use sites. The highest use occurred at Split 

Oak Forest with 1,669 visits. Ocala National Forest was second with 254 visits. Three Lakes 

WMA and Little Shoals Preserve represent the lowest counts at 25 and 0, respectively.  

 

Table 2. Estimate of Summer Visitation at 2018-2019 Study Sites 

Use Type Site  Foot Traffic Other Traffic Total Use 

High Split Oak Forest 1,669 

 

1,669 

Ocala National Forest 254 

 

254 

Low Three Lakes WMA 25  25 

 Little Shoals Preserve 0  0 

Subtotals   1,948 0 1,948 

Total    1,948 
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Total estimated summer use for the entire Florida National Scenic Trail during the summer of 

2018 was 38,538 (Table 3), which equated to 1,948 more visitors that the previous summer 

estimate. The highest use site for all 31 segments in summer 2017 was Little Big Econ State 

Forest with a total of 8,764 estimated visits. The lowest use site was Little Shoals Preserve, 

which had no visitors at all during the summer visitation period. The most substantial increase 

to the summer visitation estimate was the addition of Split Oak Forest, which mitigated the 55% 

decrease (360 visitor) from Ocala National Forest and the substantial decrease of visitors to 

Three Lakes WMA Prairie Lakes area (93% decrease or 344 visitors).   
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Table 3. Estimates of Summer Trail-wide Visitation 2018-2019  

Use Type Location  Foot Traffic Other Traffic Total Use 

Highest Lake Okeechobee 1,329 1,229 2,558 

Total highest use estimate 1,329 1,229 2,558 

High Little Big Econ State Forest 4,500 4,264 8,764 

Cross Florida Greenway 5,354 624 5,978 

Gulf Islands National Seashore 2,430 3,380 5,810 

Split Oak Forest 1,669 
 

1,669 

Withlacoochee State Forest & Rail Trail 1,281 2,519 3,800 

St. Marks NWR & Rail Trail 1,280 1,229 2,509 

Suwannee 1,167 
 

1,167 

Blackwater River State Forest 766 
 

766 

Ocala National Forest 898 
 

898 

Highlands (S65B to US 98) 555 
 

555 

Big Cypress National Preserve 531 
 

531 

Three Lakes WMA 394   394 

Green Swamp WMA 366 
 

366 

Tosohatchee State Preserve 332 
 

332 

Twin Rivers State Forest 300 
 

300 

Econfina WMA 283 
 

283 

Seminole State Forest 252 
 

252 

Goldhead Branch State Park 234 
 

234 

Apalachicola National Forest 195 
 

195 

  Osceola National Forest 183 
 

183 

Medium Total high use estimate 24,299 13,245 37,544 

Bull Creek WMA 199 
 

199 

Kissimmee River/Avon AFB 186 
 

186 

Mills Creek 124 
 

124 

Aucilla WMA 101 
 

101 

Kssimmee Prairie Preserve State Park 83 
 

83 

Etoniah State Forest 78 
 

78 

Pine Log State Forest 72 
 

72 

Eglin AFB 54 
 

54 

Total medium use estimate 897 0 897 

Low Bronson State Forest 78 
 

78 

Rice Creek 19 
 

19 

Little Shoals 0   0 

Total low use estimate 97   97 

Subtotals   25,293 13,245 38,538 

Total   38,538 
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Fall/Spring Estimates 

The estimated use for all four study sites during the fall/spring of 2018-2019 was 6,185 (Table 4). 

This was 2,210 visitors less than the previous year. Split Oak Forest received the highest 

visitation (5,306 visitors) followed by Ocala National Forest (655 visitors). Three Lakes WMA 

and Little Shoals Preserve received 141 and 83 visits, respectively.   

 
Table 4. Estimate of Fall/Winter Visitation at 2018-2019 Study Sites 

Use Type Site  Foot Traffic Other Traffic Total Use 

High Split Oak Forest 5,306 

 

5,306 

Ocala National Forest 655 

 

655 

Low Three Lakes WMA 141  141 

 Little Shoals Preserve 83  83 

Subtotals   6,185 0 6,185 

Total    6,185 

 

Total estimated visitation for the 2018-2019 fall/spring period equated to 333,885 total visitors to 

the FNST. This indicates that there were 6,817 more trail users than the previous year of 327,068 

visitors. The highest use site among all segments during the 2018-2019 fall/spring year was Lake 

Okeechobee with 201,412 estimated visits, followed by Cross Florida Greenway with 29,303 

estimated visits. The lowest use sites were Little Shoals Preserve (83 visits) and Rice Creek with 

280 estimated visits. With the addition of a new site, Split Oak Forest, increased site visits were 

observed at Ocala National Forest with 655 more visits or a 10% increase. These additions of 

visitation, with the 9% increase of visitors, or 141 more visits for Three Lakes WMA make up 

the increase of visitation from the previous fall/spring year.  
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Table 5. Estimates of Fall/Spring Trail-wide Visitation 2018-2019  

Use Type Location Foot Traffic Other Traffic Total Use 

Highest Lake Okeechobee 89,930 111,482 201,412 

Total Fall Highest Use 89,930 111,482 201,412 

High Cross Florida Greenway 19,462 9,841 29,303 

Gulf Islands National Seashore 8,220 8,643 16,863 

St. Marks NWR & Rail Trail 5,987 10,562 16,549 

Little Big Econ State Forest 7,681 6,116 13,797 

Split Oak Forest 5,306 
 

5,306 

Withlacoochee State Forest & Rail Trail 4,666 8,997 13,663 

Ocala National Forest 6,408 
 

6,408 

Goldhead Branch State Park 5,272 
 

5,272 

Suwannee 4,803 
 

4,803 

Big Cypress National Preserve 2,528 
 

2,528 

Blackwater River State Forest 1,915 
 

1,915 

Seminole State Forest  1,342 449 1,791 

Apalachicola National Forest 1,757 
 

1,757 

Highlands (S65B to US 98) 1,730 
 

1,730 

Three Lakes WMA 1,549 
 

1,549 

Tosohatchee State Preserve 1,096 
 

1,096 

Econfina WMA 1,060 
 

1,060 

Osceola National Forest 885 
 

885 

Twin Rivers State Forest 883 
 

883 

Green Swamp WMA 810   810 

  Total high use site estimate 83,360 44,608 127,968 

Medium Bull Creek WMA  800 
 

800 

  Pine Log State Forest 662 
 

662 

  Eglin AFB 610 
 

610 

  Aucilla WMA 466 
 

466 

  Kissimmee River/Avon AFB 398 
 

398 

  Kissimmee Prairie Preserve State Park 382 
 

382 

  Mills Creek 310 
 

310 

  Etoniah State Forest 301 
 

301 

  Total medium use site estimate 3,929 0 3,929 

Low Rice Creek  280 
 

280 

Bronson State Forest 213 
 

213 

Little Shoals Preserve 83 
 

83 
 

Total low use site estimate 576 0 576 

Subtotals   177,795 156,090 333,885 

T Total otal   333,885 
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Estimation of Annual Visits 

Trail-wide estimates for all seasons were added together to form an annual estimate of FNST 

visits. Overall, it was estimated that the FNST hosted 371,525 visitors (Table 6). This was 7,235 

more visitors than the previous year’s estimates. The ratio of foot traffic vs. other traffic was 

unchanged; fifty three percent of those visits were foot traffic and forty seven percent were 

other traffic. One of the most noticeable changes of visitation to FNST was observed with the 

addition of Split Oak Forest, a high use area that added over 5,000 visitors to the Florida 

National Scenic Trail.  
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Table 6. Estimated FNST Trail-wide Visitation for 2018-2019  

Use Type Location Foot Traffic Other Traffic Total Use 

Highest Lake Okeechobee 91,259 112,711 203,970 

Total Fall Highest Use 91,259 112,711 203,970 

High Cross Florida Greenway 24,816 10,465 35,281 

Gulf Islands National Seashore 10,650 12,023 22,673 

Little Big Econ St. Forest 12,181 10,380 22,561 

St. Marks NWR & Rail Trail 7,267 11,791 19,058 

Split Oak Forest 6,975 
 

6,975 

Ocala National Forest 6,408 0 6,408 

Withlacoochee State Forest & Rail Trail 5,947 11,516 17,463 

Suwannee 5,970 0 5,970 

Goldhead Branch State Park 5,506 0 5,506 

Big Cypress National Preserve 3,059 0 3,059 

Blackwater River State Forest 2,681 0 2,681 

Highlands (S65B to US 98) 2,285 0 2,285 

Seminole State Forest  1,594 449 2,043 

Apalachicola National Forest 1,952 0 1,952 

Three Lakes WMA 1,943 0 1,943 

Tosohatchee State Preserve 1,428 0 1,428 

Econfina WMA 1,343 0 1,343 

Twin Rivers State Forest 1,183 0 1,183 

Green Swamp WMA 1,176 0 1,176 

  Osceola National Forest 1,068 0 1,068 

Medium Total high use site estimate 105,432 56,624 162,056 

Bull Creek WMA  999 0 999 

Pine Log State Forest 734 0 734 

Eglin AFB 664 0 664 

Kissimmee River/Avon AFB 584 0 584 

Aucilla WMA 567 0 567 

Kissimme Prairie Preserve State Park 465 
 

465 

Mills Creek 434 0 434 

Etoniah State Forest 379 0 379 

Low Total medium use site estimate 4,826 0 4,826 

Rice Creek  299 0 299 

Bronson State Forest 291 0 291 

  Little Shoals Preserve 83 0 83 

  Total low use site estimate 673 0 673 

Subtotals   202,190 169,335 371,525 

Total Total   371,525 
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From the data collected over the past fourteen years of research (Figure 3), the site with the 

highest visitation along the Florida Trail is Lake Okeechobee with an estimated 203,970 annual 

visits (45% were hikers). The next highest use can be found at Marjorie Harris Carr Cross 

Florida Greenway with an estimated 35,281 annual visits (70% were hikers). The lowest use sites 

are Bronson State Forest with 291 annual visits (100% hikers) and Rice Creek WMA with 299 

annual visits (100% hikers). 

 

 
Figure 2. Comparison of Estimated Visitor Use on the FNST 2018-2019 

Note: Lake Okeechobee is not included in the figure because of its very high use (203,970 annually)  
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Figure 3. Comparison of Estimated Visitor Use on the FNST Across 2003-2019 

 

Visitor surveys 

Exit interviews were conducted at seven locations, four of which were on the Florida National 

Scenic Trail (Table 1): Ocala National Forest (SR19 and Juniper Wilderness), Split Oak Forest, 

and Goldhead Branch Forest. Of the 231 completed surveys for the study year, 83 were 

completed on FNST trails, and 148 were completed for non-FNST users.  For the FNST, the 

largest percentage of completed surveys occurred at Split Oak Forest (35.6%) and Goldhead 

Branch State Park (28.1%). For the non-FNST, the largest percentage of completed surveys were 

at Goldhead Branch State Park (27.6%), Santos (24.1%), Baseline (24.1%) and Landbridge 

(20.7%).  

Demographic Characteristics 

In the multiple use trails, visitors were more likely to be female (49.8%) than male (50.2%). They 

were mostly married (58.2%) and most had no children at home (63.2%). Most of the 

respondents were white (87.1%) and were at least college graduate (61.8%). More than half of 

the respondents (66.2%) were employed either full time or part time, 20.8% were retired, and 

4.3% were full time students. About half of the respondents (52.6%) earned $60,000 or higher, 

whereas 16.2% of the respondents earned below $30,000 (Table 7). The FNST and Non-FNST 

visitors did not differ significantly in terms of any of the demographic characteristics. 
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Table 7. Demographic characteristics of FNST and Non-FNST trail users 

Demographics Sample Average (%) Percentage of Respondents by Trail Type* 

FNST  Non FNST 

Gender (n=309)  

(FNST: 124, Non FNST:185) 

   

Male  50.2 50.0 50.3 

Female  49.8 50.0 49.7 

Marital status (n=307) 

(FNST:123, Non FNST:184) 

   

Married 58.2 54.5 62.0 

Single 30.6 34.1 27.2 

Widowed 

Divorced 

4.1 

7.1  

3.3 

8.1  

4.9 

6.0 

Children in household (n=281) 

(FNST: 117, Non FNST:164) 

   

0 63.2 64.1 62.2 

1 15.0 15.4 14.6 

2 12.5 12.8 12.2 

3 6.6 6.0 7.3 

4 or more 2.7 1.8 3.6 

Race/ethnicity (n=300) 

(FNST:121, Non FNST:179) 

   

White 87.1 86.0 88.3 

Hispanic 10.0 9.9 10.1 

African American 1.1 1.7 .6 

Asian American 1.4 1.7 1.1 

Hawaiian/American Indian 0.4 0.8 0.0 

Education (n=299) 

(FNST:121, Non FNST:178) 

   

High School or below 12.7 10.7 14.7 

Some College 25.5 27.3 23.6 

College Graduate 38.3 41.3 35.4 

Some graduate school or above 23.5 20.6 26.4 

 

 



Florida National Scenic Trail Visitor Assessment 2018-2019 

 

Demographics Sample Average (%) FNST Non-FNST 

Employment (n=242) 

(FNST:102, Non FNST:140) 

   

Employed Full-time 57.7 59.8 55.7 

Employed part-time 8.5 4.9 12.1 

Unemployed 7.0 6.9 7.1 

Full-time homemaker 1.7 2.0 1.4 

Retired 20.8 21.6 20.0 

Full-time student  4.3 4.9 3.6 

Part-time student  0.0 0.0 0.0 

Income (n=251) 

(FNST:108, Non FNST:143) 

   

Less than 30,000 16.2 17.7 14.7 

30,000 - 60,000 31.2 32.4 30.1 

60,000 - 90,000 26.2 28.7 23.8 

90,000 or more 26.4 21.3 31.5 

 



Trip Characteristics and Experience 

More than half of the respondents (61.6%) were repeat visitors (Table 8). Of the repeat visitors, 

15.4% did not visit that particular trailhead within the past year, whereas 28.6% visited that 

particular trailhead at least seven times in the past year. About a third of the respondents spent 

one hour or less on the trail, and about half of visitors spent few hours to half a day, whereas 

about 10.6% of the respondents spent more than one day on the trail. A majority of the 

respondents (81.5%) hiked one to five miles on the trail, and 6.4% of the respondents hiked five 

to ten miles on the trail. About half of the respondents (53.7%) travelled in a group of two or 

three visitors, whereas 27.4% travelled alone and 10.6% travelled in a group of five or more 

visitors.  

Although, FNST visitors and Non-FNST visitors were not different in terms of demographic 

characteristics, they differed in terms of some of the trail use characteristics (Table 10). For 

example, multiple use sections of the FNST are more likely to receive returning visitors than the 

similar section on the non-FNST (p≤0.05). Also, among the returning users, FNST visitors 

visited the trail more frequently than the Non-FNST visitors (p≤0.05). Likewise, the FNST 

visitors spent more time on the trail (p≤0.05) than the Non-FNST visitors; however, the Non-

FNST visitors hiked farther on the trail than the FNST visitors (p≤0.1). FNST and Non-FNST 

visitors did not differ in terms of group size, group type, and proportion of males and females 

on the group.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 8. Trail use characteristics for FNST and Non-FNST trail users 

Trail Use Characteristics Sample 

Average (%) 

Percentage of Respondents 

by Trail Type 

Chi-Square  

Significance 

FNST  Non FNST 
Trail use (n=315)  (FNST:125, Non FNST: 190) 

   
* 

First time user 38.4 48.8 27.9 
 

Returning user 61.6 51.2 72.0 
 

Past year use frequency of returning users (n=188) (FNST:124, Non FNST: 64) 
   

* 

None 15.4 6.3 24.5 
 

Low (1-6) 56.0 48.4 63.7 
 

High (7-20) 19.1 31.2 6.9 
 

Very High (>20) 9.5 14.0 4.9 
 

Time spent (n=315) (FNST: 125, Non FNST: 190) 
    

1 hour or less 30.8 38.4 23.2 
 

Few hour - half a day 56.5 59.2 53.7 
 

One whole day 2.1 1.6 2.6 
 

More than one day 10.6 0.8 20.5 
 

Miles hiked (n=227) (FNST:125, Non FNST:102) 
   

* 

Less than a mile 11.1 9.6 12.7 
 

1 - 5 miles 81.5 81.6 81.4 
 

5 - 10 miles 6.4 8.8 3.9 
 

> 10 miles 1.0 0.0 2.0  

Group size (n=320)  (FNST:128, Non FNST:192)    * 

1 27.4 32.0 23.0  

2 44.2 45.3 43.2  

3 9.5 8.6 10.4  

4 8.1 9.4 6.8  
5 or more 10.6 4.8 16.5  

Number of males (n=319)  (FNST: 128, Non FNST:191)     

0 23.7 31.3 16.2  

1 57.5 51.6 63.4  

2 12.8 14.1 11.5  

3 2.3 1.6 3.1  

4 0.8 0.0 1.6  

5 or more 2.8 
1.6 4.0  
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Trail Use Characteristics Sample Average (%) FNST Non-FNST Chi-square  

significance 

Number of females (n=320) (FNST:128, Non FNST: 192)     

0 29.5 30.5 28.6  

1 47.2 45.3 49.0  

2 13.6 15.6 11.5  

3 5.3 5.5 5.2  

4 2.1 1.6 2.6  

5 or more 2.4 1.6 3.1  

**significant at 5% level, *significant at 1% level 



Respondents learned about the particular section of the trail from different sources. About 35% 

of the respondents heard from friends or family, whereas 25.0% learned by living nearby or 

seeing the trail and 13.6% learned from the website. Hiking/walking was reported as the 

primary activity by more than half of the respondents (53.5%) followed by jugging/running 

(11.6%), and camping (7.0%). Viewing scenery was a primary activity for less than 5% of the 

respondents.  

Respondents were asked to rate their trail experience on a scale of one to ten, with ten being a 

perfect experience. Among the respondents, 45.5% had a perfect experience (a rating of 10) and 

about 34.1% had near the perfect experience (rating of 8 to 9). FNST visitors and Non-FNST 

visitors did not differ in terms of source of trail information and recreation experience.  

In terms of trail information (Table 9), all trail users obtain information through friend and 

family networks (22.9%) and living nearby the trail (17.2%). FNST users are more likely to have 

heard about the trail because they live nearby (34.5%) and learned from a family or friend 

(30.9%) than non-FNST users, who receive most of their information about trails through 

newspaper (25.3%) and roadside signs (19.5%).  

 

Table 9. Trail information for FNST and Non-FNST trail users 

Trail Information Sample Average (%) Percentage of Respondents by 

Trail Type* 

FNST  Non FNST 

Source of trail information 

(n=197) 

(FNST:110, Non FNST:87)   

Friends or family 22.9 30.9 14.9 

Live nearby and saw the trail  17.2 34.5 0.0 

Website 12.8 16.4 9.2 

Newspaper 12.6 0.0 25.3 

Roadside Sign  11.5 3.6 19.5 

Other 9.0 10.0 8.0 

Don’t remember 5.3 2.7 8.0 

Guidebook 4.6 0.0 9.2 

Magazine  0.0 0.0 0.0 

 

Recreation Experience Preferences 

Visitors were provided with a list of recreation experience preferences and were asked the 

importance of each experience for the trip of that particular day. Enjoying scenery (mean=4.7) 

and experience nature (mean=4.8) were reported as the most important recreation experience 

preferences (motivation or push factors) for visiting the trail that day (Table 13). Meeting new 

people was reported as the least important motivation factor (mean = 2.8) followed by sharing 

skills and knowledge with others (mean = 3.0) and to use their own equipment (mean = 3.4).  

FNST visitors and non-FNST visitors did not differ in terms of almost all the recreation 

experience preferences, except to be with family and use their own equipment.  Being with 

family was more important for the non-FNST visitors than the FNST visitors (p≤0.05), whereas 

using their own equipment was more important for FNST visitors than non-FNST visitors 

(p<0.05). 



  

Table 1. Comparison of FNST Visitors and Non-FNST Visitors by Recreation Experience Preferences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Responses were measured in a scale of 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (Very important).  *significant at 5% level; ** significance at the 1% level

Recreation Experience Preferences n 
Overall 

Mean 

 Mean Responses 

by Trail    Type ANOVA 

Significance 
FNST Non-FNST 

To experience nature (FNST:121, Non FNST:185) 306 4.8 4.8 4.8  

To enjoy the scenery (FNST: 124, Non FNST:186) 
    

310 
4.7 4.9 4.8  

To get exercise (FNST: 124, Non FNST:187) 311 4.7 4.6 4.7  

To be close to nature (FNST:124 Non FNST:186) 310 4.7 4.7 4.7  

To feel healthier (FNST: 123, Non FNST:185) 308 4.7 4.7 4.6  

To explore the area (FNST:124, Non FNST:186) 310 4.6 4.6 4.5  

To enjoy the smells and sounds of nature (FNST:124, Non FNST:184) 308 4.6 4.6 4.5  

To relax physically (FNST: 122, Non FNST:187) 309 4.6 4.6 4.5  

To get away from usual demands of life (FNST: 123 Non FNST:187) 310 4.5 4.5 4.5  

To experience new and different things (FNST: 124, Non FNST:185) 309 4.3 4.6 4.0  

To be with people who enjoy the same things I do (FNST: 124, Non FNST:184) 308 4.0 3.9 4.0  

To learn more about the nature (FNST: 123, Non FNST:186) 309 3.9 4.0 3.8  

To experience solitude (FNST: 124, Non FNST:185) 309 3.9 3.7 4.0  

To be away from people (FNST:123, Non FNST:186) 309 3.6 3.5 3.6  

To do something with my family (FNST: 124, Non FNST:186) 310 3.6 3.9 4.2 ** 

To be on my own (FNST:123, Non FNST:184) 307 3.5 3.5 3.5  

To be with members of my group (FNST: 124, Non FNST:184) 308 3.5 3.4 3.5  

To test my skills and abilities (FNST: 124, Non FNST:186) 310 3.3 3.2 3.3  

To use my own equipment (FNST: 124, Non FNST:184) 308 3.0 2.7 3.3 * 

To share my skills and knowledge with others (FNST: 124, Non FNST:186) 310 2.9 2.9 2.9  

To meet new people (FNST: 123, Non FNST:183) 306 2.8 2.7 2.8  



 

People are attracted to certain recreation areas based on certain features, attributes, or 

attractions (Klenosky, 2002). In order to gain a better understanding of why visitors choose the 

specific recreation destination in which they were contacted, respondents were presented with 

twelve possible attractors (pull factors) of a recreation area and were asked to rate how 

important each of attractors were in choosing their destination. Responses were measured on a 

scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important).  “Wilderness and undisturbed nature” and 

“good environmental; quality of air, water, and soil” were reported as the most important site 

attraction (mean = 4.5) followed by “easy access to the area/being easy to get to” (mean = 4.3). 

“Good small game hunting” (mean =1.3) and “good game hunting” (mean = 1.3) were reported 

as the least important site attractors (Table 12).  

FNST visitors and non-FNST visitors were not statistically different in terms of site preference 

attractions, indicating that these visitors have similar site preferences when choosing a 

recreation site.  
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Table 2. Comparison of FNST Visitors and Non-FNST Visitors by importance of Destination Attractors 

Site Attraction Items# n 
Overall 

Mean 

Mean Responses by 

Trail Type 

ANOVA 

Significa

nce FNST Non-FNST 

Wilderness and undisturbed nature  

(FNST:124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
4.5 4.5 4.4  

Good environmental quality of air, water, and soil 

(FNST: 124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
4.5 4.5 4.4  

Chance to see wildlife/birds  

(FNST: 123, Non FNST: 189) 

31

2 
4.1 4.1 4.1  

Easy access to the area/being easy to get to  

(FNST:123, Non FNST:188) 

31

1 
4.3 4.4 4.2  

To see the natural water features  

(FNST:124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
3.2 3.3 3.1  

Close to home  

(FNST: 124 Non FNST:186) 

31

0 
3.8 3.7 3.9 ** 

Available parking  

(FNST:123, Non FNST:188) 

31

1 
4.0 4.0 3.9  

Good camping  

(FNST: 124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
2.6 2.5 2.7  

Interesting small towns  

(FNST: 124, Non FNST: 185) 

30

9 
2.6 2.7 2.5 * 

Historical, military, or archeological sites  

(FNST:124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
2.1 2.0 2.1 * 

Good fishing  

(FNST: 123, Non FNST: 186) 

30

9 
1.5 1.3 1.6  

Local crafts or handiwork  

(FNST: 124, Non FNST: 188) 

31

2 
2.0 2.0 1.9  

Good big game hunting  

(FNST: 122, Non FNST: 186) 

30

8 
1.3 1.2 1.3  

Good small game hunting  

(FNST: 123, Non FNST: 187) 

31

0 
1.3 1.2 1.4  

#Responses were measured in a scale of 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (Very important).  *significant at 1% level, **significant 

at 5% level 
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The results presented in this report are meant to help the USFS, the FTA, and all the FNST’s 

land and recreation managers better understand the number of visitors recreating on the FNST 

and who these visitors are, what benefits they are seeking, and their potential conflict with 

other users of multiple use trails. This information can be used to continue to provide quality 

recreation opportunities in a variety of natural settings along the trail (Bin et al., 2017). 

The 2018-2019 visitor counts reflect the steady increase of FNST users throughout the years. 

With the total visitation count at over 371,000, this year represents the highest visitation to the 

Florida Trail to date. This increase of 12,000 users can also be attributed to studying a new, 

high-use site- Split Oak Forest. Since all study sites have had counters employed at least once, 

and with over fifteen sites studied more than twice, we are confident with the approximate 

number of FNST users.  

This past year, our researchers focused on not only visitor surveys on the FNST, but also non-

FNST sites to help identify the differences in user profiles and visitations. Based on our results, 

we see minimal statistical differences in recreation motivations, site preferences, trail use 

characteristics, knowledge of the FNST, and socio-demographic characteristics. Most trail users 

for both trails are motivated by experiencing nature in an undisturbed setting, full of good 

environmental features and wildlife viewing. The primary differences in recreation motivations 

between FNST and non-FNST users are to be with family and to use their own equipment. Non-

FNST users seek to spend time with family more than FNST users, which can encourage FNST 

managers to expend marketing efforts into more family friendly use of the FNST, if more users 

are desired. FNST users were more likely to want to use their own equipment on the trail, 

highlighting the unique and primitive nature of most FNST trails which require storage and 

travel with more resources for longer duration trips by users. Because FNST and non-FNST 

users do not differ in terms of preferred site attractions, FNST managers do not need to make 

alterations to infrastructure or the setting itself to attract more users.  

In terms of knowledge of the trails, FNST users are more likely to know about the FNST 

through word of mouth or living nearby, whereas non-FNST users use more traditional 

methods like newspapers and roadside signs. This can direct FNST managers to focus 

marketing efforts on road signs, brochures, newspaper articles, and even websites. Only a little 

more than half of non-FNST users are aware of the FNST, even though they are using a trail 

close to the FNST. Therefore, efforts to promote the FNST can be undertaken by the hosts of the 

state park or natural area through other media to build awareness within the natural area of the 

FNST.  
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APPENDIX A: LIST OF STUDY SITES 2003-2019 

2003-2004 

Gulf Islands National Seashore  

Goldhead Branch State Park  

Ocala National Forest  

Eglin Air Force Base  

Apalachicola National Forest  

Osceola National Forest  

Little Big Econ State Forest  

Includes Cross Seminole Trail (Multi-Use Trail) 

Etoniah Creek State Forest  

 

2004-2005 

Suwannee  

Lake Okeechobee  

Seminole State Forest  

St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge & Rail Trail  

Aucilla River WMA  

Pine Log State Forest  

Rice Creek  

 

2005-2006 

Tosohatchee State Preserve  

Withlacoochee State Forest  

Blackwater River State Forest  

Includes Withlacoochee St. Rail-Trail 

Ellaville/Twin Rivers State Forest  

Green Swamp East  

Green Swamp West  

Ecofina Creek WMA  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2006-2007 

Big Cypress National Preserve  

Highlands: 65B to US 98  

Bull Creek WMA  

Greenway  

Kissimmee River WMA to Avon AFB  

Three Lakes WMA  

 

2007-2008 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Little Big Econ State Forest 

Goldhead Branch State Park 

Etoniah State Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Stephen Foster Folk Culture Center State 

Park  

Cross Florida Greenway 

 

2008-2009 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Cross Florida Greenway 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

Rice Creek Conservation Area  

Seminole State Forest 

St. Marks NWR 

Suwannee Segment  
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2009-2010 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Cross Florida Greenway 

Econfina WMA 

Mills Creek WMA 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

St. Marks NWR 

Suwannee Segment 

 

2010-2011 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Aucilla WMA 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Cross Florida Greenway 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest 

Twin Rivers State Forest 

Withlacoochee State Forest 

 

2011-2012 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Bronson State Forest 

Mills Creek 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

Suwannee Segment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012-2013 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypres National Preserve 

BlackwaterRiver State Forest 

Highland 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

Suwannee Segment  

 

2013-2014 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

St. Marks NWR & Rail Trail 

Tosohatchee State Preserve 

 

2014-2015 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

St. Marks NWR & Rail Trail 

 

2015-2016 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Kissimmee Prairie Preserve State park 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

Suwannee  
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2016-2017 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Big Cypress National Preserve 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest  

 

2017-2018 

Apalachicola National Forest 

Ocala National Forest 

Osceola National Forest 

 

2018-2019 

Ocala National Forest 

Three Lakes WMA 

Split Oak Forest 

Big Shoals Preserve 
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APPENDIX B: INDIVIDUAL SITE DATA FOR 2018-2019 SITES 

Field Notes and Related Problems:  

- Closure of Juniper Wilderness segment in March due to black bear 

- Attempted theft/damage to trail counter in January for SR19 counter (counter was replaced, 

damage only acquired to outside electrical box and lock) 

- Prescribed burn in Three Lakes WMA by counter in November (numbers averaged) 

Access  Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Total 

Split Oak 

Forest 

384 409 405 471 593 775 627 756 634 787 647 487 6,975 

Juniper 

Wilderness 

40 23 19 27 51 233 205 370 161 167 84 72 1,452 

SR 19 27 57 36 25 30 25 41 107 133 179 70 70 800 

Three Lakes 

WMA 

7 6 3 9 14 8 9 45 25 22 12 7 159 

Little Shoals 

Preserve 

0 0 0 0 0 7 4 10 14 24 2 0 61 

TOTAL 458 495 463 532 688 1,048 886 1,288 967 1,179 815 636 9,447 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Obtained through TRAFx Software Package 


