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solutions through research

For decades Archbold Biological Station has been an internationally recognized nonprofit 

organization dedicated to in-depth research, education, and conservation in the heart of 

Florida, one of the world’s most ecologically diverse regions.

This subtropical heart of Florida is home to plants and animals found nowhere else on Earth. It is also 

home to the rich cultural history of American cattle ranching that began in Florida in the  

16th century.  Today Florida boasts some of the largest ranches in the United States (many owned by 

fifth and sixth generation Floridians) that contribute billions of dollars annually to the state economy, 

and exist on lands of significant ecological importance.  

scientific research
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This unique mix of economic, cultural, and environmental values offers a fertile natural laboratory to help solve a 

crucial 21st century global challenge: how to develop sustainable agricultural and land management practices that  

will honor natural biodiversity and the services nature provides while remaining economically viable for generations 

to come.  Archbold’s highly respected research teams are developing insights and offering solutions to this question. 

In 1988, with a strategic goal to explore these challenges, Archbold leased the10,500-acre Buck Island Ranch from the  

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, establishing the MacArthur Agro-ecology Research Center.  Buck Island 

Ranch is one of a handful of working cattle ranches worldwide with such an intense and successful history focused on 

“hands-on” agro-ecology research and conservation.   

with global impact
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FROM RIDGE, TO RANCH, TO RIVER

The heart of Florida is a 2.6 million-acre watershed, the Headwaters of the Everglades, that stretches from  
the ancient sands of the Lake Wales Ridge, across nearly one million acres of working cattle ranches to the 
rivers that flow south into Lake Okeechobee and beyond, to the Everglades and the coasts.

Archbold conducts its work at the 8,848-acre Station on the  
southern end of the Lake Wales Ridge and at the10,500-acre  
Buck Island Ranch, as well as at more than 70 other diverse research  
sites ranging from pristine conservation lands to other private ranches.  

The agro-ecology research program at Buck Island Ranch,  
driven by Archbold scientists and collaborators from universities and  
government agencies, is a vital part of Archbold’s integrated research,  
education, and conservation mission with the power to affect the lives  
of millions of people in Florida and around the world. 

Once Buck Island Ranch became 
aligned with Archbold, it became a  
valuable partner in helping the cattle 
industry understand and embrace 
sustainable ranching practices. They 
have built a wonderful communication 
bridge between us and the  
non-ranching community.
JIM HANDLEY, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
FLORIDA CATTLEMEN’S ASSOCIATION 
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WHERE WE WORK
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YESTERDAY

L to R Tony Cunha (University of Florida), 
J. D. MacArthur, and Dan Childs,1970s.

John D. MacArthur

Florida is the oldest, and one of the largest, cattle-producing 
states in America, and Buck Island Ranch is emblematic of 
this rich ranching history. Five hundred years ago Spanish 

explorers introduced cattle to Florida. Ranching continues today  
as a vibrant part of Florida’s economy, culture, and heritage.  

John D. MacArthur, billionaire business 
man who developed Bankers Life and  
Casualty Company, purchased Buck Island 
Ranch in 1968. He died in 1978 and for  
the last ten years of his life, he enjoyed  
what his long-time ranch manager,  
Dan Childs, said were his treasured  
“walks in the woods on the Ranch.” 

Buck Island Ranch Cattle Brand

He loved this place. He’d be very proud of the fact that it is 

still a ranch, and that you (Archbold) are doing what you are 

doing...and I know he would want to keep it as a ranch. 

DAN CHILDS 
RANCH MANAGER, BUCK ISLAND RANCH, 1968-1996
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of ranchers, land managers, 
and other professionals 
attend workshops and 
tours annually  

100's

10,500 acres leased from the MacArthur  
Foundation to provide a living natural 
laboratory for ecological research

722
plant and vertebrate  
animal species recorded  
on the Ranch, 45% of those 
found in Central Florida

3,763 acres on the Ranch protected  
under conservation easements

TODAY

federally threatened or endangered species 
make their home on the Ranch, including 
Gopher Tortoise, Eastern Indigo Snake, 
Crested Caracara, Wood Stork, Snail Kite, 
and Florida Panther

6

scientific publications based  
on MAERC research, to date

Masters Theses and Ph.D.  
Dissertations based on  
research conducted at MAERC, to 
date

post-baccalaureate  
interns trained in agro-ecology 
research at the Ranch, to date

179
33
68

3,000 cows at Buck Island Ranch, 
among the top 20 Florida  
beef cow-calf producers
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AT THE HEART OF WHAT WE DO



CONSERVING BIODIVERSITY AND  

MAINTAINING THE PROCESSES  

THAT SUPPORT NATURE AND PEOPLE



MAKING A DIFFERENCE

A        study extending back more than 20 years of 

the federally threatened Crested Caracara 

verified this raptor’s dependence upon 

ranches in the heart of Florida, documented the stability 

of the population, and concluded that their long-term 

survival depends upon maintaining ranchlands, rather 

than conversion to crops or urban development. The 

study demonstrated the meaningful role ranchlands play 

in conserving biodiversity. 

CONSERVING BIODIVERSITY

[
[Archbold was among the key leaders of a collaborative 

state and national partnership that provides incentives 

for ranchers to implement strategies to slow the 

flow of water from their working lands, thereby 

reducing damaging flows and nutrients downstream. 

It is one of the first truly market-based payments for 

environmental services programs in the country.   

SNAPSHOTS OF SOLUTIONS 

MAINTAINING ECOSYSTEM PROCESSES
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE
An ongoing experimental study of 40 wetlands at  

Buck Island Ranch is revealing the long-term impacts of land 

management decisions and informing best practices for 

wetland preservation and restoration. The study results  

to date show that intentional (controlled) fires or  

moderate cattle grazing are needed to preserve  

a diversity of native wetland plants. The absence  

of these practices results in wetland degradation.
]
]
] Through extensive field work and the deployment of 

advanced instrumentation, cycles of greenhouse gases are 

being accurately measured on Buck Island Ranch pastures  

and wetlands. Initial analyses suggest that pastures are a sink 

for CO2 and grazing by cattle can increase CO2 uptake by the 

ecosystem.  The work also found that wetland soils are a large 

contributor of methane, an important greenhouse gas.  These 

data are informing global climate models. 

SNAPSHOTS OF SOLUTIONS 

ANTICIPATING CLIMATE CHANGE 

Wild hogs are a rampant, invasive species in the heart of 

Florida.  The University of Florida, together with Archbold, 

is leading an interdisciplinary study on the habits of hogs 

and, with the help of remote cameras, GPS, and genetic 

sequencing technology, is identifying potential emerging 

diseases and the likelihood of transmission to domestic 

cattle or other native animals.  

ADDRESSING INVASIVE SPECIES

ENHANCING LAND MANAGEMENT
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PROVIDING LEARNING EXPERIENCES

To date, nearly 70 post-baccalaureate research interns have 

“graduated” from the intensive 6- to 12-month intern program at 

Archbold’s Buck Island Ranch. They have gone on to become rising 

stars in the science, agriculture, and conservation communities. 

They are the scientists of tomorrow who will help solve our most 

critical environmental challenges. 

ENDURING IMPACT

FOSTERING STEWARDSHIP 

Our Ranch leadership team has been recognized across the 

state and nationally with awards for promoting innovations 

in the ranching industry, for protecting Florida's heritage,  

and for outstanding environmental stewardship.

SNAPSHOTS OF SUCCESS
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ENGAGING ON THE NATIONAL AND THE GLOBAL STAGE 

Archbold, with our partners at the University of Florida, were selected by the U.S 

Department of Agriculture to be a part of a network of 18 sites for a 30-year  

national research program that will produce the knowledge to improve both 

agricultural sustainability and the delivery of ecosystem services to a society that 

increasingly demands that agriculture be safe, environmentally sound, and socially 

responsible, in addition to being productive and economically viable.

For more than 30 years, the USDA NRCS and  
our private landowner clientele, have benefited  
greatly from our relationship with Buck Island  
Ranch and Archbold—whether it be working on  
grazing lands, conservation, wetland restoration,  
water quality, invasive plant species control, or the 
protection of threatened and endangered species.

GREG HENDRICKS, STATE RESOURCE CONSERVATIONIST, RETIRED 
US DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, NATURAL RESOURCES  
CONSERVATION SERVICE (USDA, NRCS)

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
LONG-TERM  AGRO-ECOSYSTEM RESEARCH (LTAR) NETWORK

ARCHBOLD/Univ.of Florida 
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Agricultural, conservation, and governmental  
organizations look to Archbold’s Buck Island  
Ranch as the ‘true north,’ trusted repository of  
dependable science that will solve the tough  
environmental issues we face. We are fortunate  
to have this natural laboratory in the northern 
Everglades watershed.

TEMPERINCE MORGAN, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR  
FLORIDA CHAPTER, THE NATURE CONSERVANCY 
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F        
or decades, scientists working at Archbold have generated 
a deep knowledge of the rich biodiversity and ecosystem 
processes found on working cattle ranches. Their work is 

having a positive impact on ranching practices, creating trusted 
communication channels among ranchers, conservationists,  
and governmental agencies, and forging a path forward to 
shared solutions.

Archbold study sites, scattered throughout the heart of Florida, 
form a robust repository of research and education  
that is contributing answers to some of the most profound 
state, national, and global ecological challenges we face.  

Through research excellence and longitudinal data, Archbold 
stands squarely at the center of revealing solutions that will 
echo for generations to come.

A PATH FORWARD
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