David Alden

Biological Scientist III 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission

Land Management Planning Section

February 9, 2003

Subject: Aucilla Wildlife Management Area Conceptual Management Plan

Mr. Alden,

My name is Tom Pertierra and I live in Jefferson County Florida. I'm writing you regarding the Aucilla Wildlife Management Area Conceptual Management Plan (AWMA CMP) in particular the proposal to exempt the Area's river systems from the Isolated Finds Policy, which I feel would be an unsound public policy.

Like hundreds of other hobby divers, I share a life long interest in both archaeology and paleontology. I've pursued the subjects as a serious avocation for nearly 40 years and I also volunteer at professional archaeological projects throughout the United States. Foremost among these is the ongoing Allendale Project directed by Dr. Al Goodyear at the University of South Carolina.

The Division of Historical Resources holds title under Chapter 267 to archaeological remains and artifacts on state owned lands, including submerged lands like rivers and streams. In order to protect state owned archaeological sites from damage, the law prohibits disturbance of sites and collection of artifacts without the Division's permission. However, the law establishes that certain classes of archaeological remains do not warrant such strict control and may be collected under certain circumstances. The Isolated Finds Guidelines describe a program under which permission is granted to recover artifacts in exchange for information about them. By definition Isolated Finds Artifact means an artifact that has been previously displaced from its original archaeological association, that is no longer part of an archaeological site, and that has little or no archaeological significance as an object in itself. Examples of isolated artifacts include stone tools such as projectile points, knives, scrapers and cores; bone awls, coins, bottles, bullets, or other relatively small artifacts meeting the criteria of isolation in this definition. 

The purpose of this letter is twofold. First to present an avocational point of view on the proposed AWMA exemption and second, to offer suggestions on ways for state agencies to better educate and enlist the cooperation of artifact and fossil collectors throughout the state.  I want you to understand that the latter is a personal goal of mine, one that I’ve been actively pursuing for many years.  During that time I have listened intently to both sides of the “Ownership of the Past” argument, which I feel qualifies me to offer comment.

As with every passionate political debate, there are often extreme opinions voiced from both sides.  There are professionals who callously characterize every collector as a looter, and collectors who wrongly categorize professionals as career motivated bureaucrats who believe their inner- circle to be the only ones qualified to possess and appreciate cultural and paleontological artifacts. The reality is that neither of these positions is accurate.  However, in my opinion, very little is being done in Florida to moderate these extreme views and to develop good, workable public policy. I believe this situation could be rectified with a collective common sense approach to the issues that separate the two groups.  

Unfortunately, recent comments made by state officials during the January 9th FWC CMP meeting held in Jefferson County, proposing the removal of rivers in the AWMA from the Isolated Finds Policy, has further alienated the amateur and collector communities from the state. Furthermore, the Isolated Finds Policy was mistakenly cast in a very poor light during that discussion. The speaker gave the impression that although legally recovered, the state was concerned that too many artifacts were being discovered by divers. This provocative comment led many to deduce that the IF Policy is being used as a means to help the state eliminate collecting. 

Intentional or not, this does not bode well for a program that was being touted as a mutually beneficial and responsible data gathering procedure.  I assure you that the negative impact of this is spreading rapidly via the dive shop, collector and amateur networks.  In my opinion, the comment severely compromised the credibility of the Isolated Finds Policy and sadly those who have attempted to administrate it without prejudice. 

Avocational hobbyists like myself are aware that the IF Policy has in actuality experienced compliance problems. A situation in my opinion clearly caused by what collectors perceive as intimidating language contained within the policy. I’m very concerned that the speaker's verbal misstep has only added emphasis to the existing fears that collectors harbor for the state, and further complicating compliance.

Another major concern raised at the meeting was that the FWC’s AWMA Management Advisory Group did not have representatives from the diving or amateur archaeological communities serving on their advisory group. The speaker suggested that state geologist Harley Means was that representative, but since he is on record as the person who proposed the development of new regulations, including the elimination of all diving in these rivers, he clearly represented only the professional (academic) side of the issue.  This oversight was particularly disturbing in light of there being MAG representation with opposing views on other issues such as timber, dog sport, hunting, fishing, and boating activities.   It gave the impression of a deliberate manipulative exclusion.  Several members of the general public raised that very point during the January 9th CMP meeting in Monticello.  The slight was also mentioned in a front-page news article in the January 15th issue of the Monticello News.  Frankly, this is a major public relations black eye for the FWC, and certainly an oversight that in all fairness should be rectified.

It's interesting to note that despite hobby divers having no voice, the MAG consensus results determined during the December 11, 2002 meeting, ranked the importance of this exemption issue 15th out of the16 ideas presented, or more plainly stated . . . next to last.  Furthermore it received only one supportive vote, that of its author, state geologist Harley Means.  Equally notable is that neither DHR representative Brenda Swann nor FWC, Division of Law Enforcement representative Michael Keever affirmed the need to exclude these rivers from the Isolated Finds Policy by voting for the issue.

I believe it's imperative that the terrestrial cultural resources along the state’s river systems be protected, and there are numerous pre-existing state and federal laws dealing with that. These terrestrial (land) sites number in the hundreds and all contain varying degrees of reliable contextual provenience.   Conversely, the authors of the Isolated Finds Policy recognized that artifacts and fossils located in detached sediments of the river systems have unreliable or at best questionable associated stratigraphy.  They are displaced from their original context and more often than not, associated with modern trash items such as beer cans, discarded food containers and old fishing tackle.  Recovery of these items by hobbyists is in essence a positive method of promoting public interest in archaeology and paleontology. Typically these private collections are handed down from generation to generation, many times inspiring young people to pursue the study professionally. Quite often these collections are eventually donated to state and local museums. 

Also consider that under the IF Policy, the state has the power to declare an artifact significant and arbitrarily exempt it as an isolated find. To my knowledge that option has rarely if ever been exercised. This would seem to indicate that in the opinion of the professional community, the vast majority of items being legally recovered by hobbyists have little or no archaeological significance.  

One of the stated goals the FWC lists in the CMP is to "continue to promote traditional recreational opportunities." Artifact and fossil collecting by hobby divers is as traditional a recreational activity as fishing, boating, hiking and hunting. Indeed, it would seem that a conflict in reasoning exists.  

Some are of the opinion that this entire exemption issue is an attempt by the FWC to simplify their enforcement duties by unjustly classifying all hobby divers as potential looters and closing the rivers to diving; thereby eliminating collecting altogether.  I for one believe that removing these rivers from the IF Policy will result in a negative impact on the state's ability to gather data and potentially be more harmful to the meaningful cultural resources that lie within the AWMA.

Without a doubt this would encourage looting rather than discourage it. You must ask yourself; is closing these rivers to regulated collecting really a sound, long-term preservation solution; or is it a convenient, "feel-good - look-good" approach to a complex issue?  Implying that state regulated hobby divers are the primary cause of illegal looting activities is a prejudicial assumption; and using it as a rationale to base a public policy on is unfair and discriminatory.  

It’s reasonable to say that both sides of this issue could benefit from a closer working relationship.  My suggestion is for FWC and DHR to host a series of workshops that would allow for an exchange of ideas between amateurs and professionals. Preservation of meaningful cultural resources is a matter of education and accountability.  Despite the recent controversy, I believe the Isolated Finds Policy is still a viable public policy.  However, it needs to be re-written in a manner that will promote participation, not severely limit it.  

Additionally, I suggest that artifact divers be annually licensed in the same manner that fisherman and hunters are; and Isolated Finds Reporting be a quarterly or semi-annual function of the licensing procedure. Consideration should also be given to merging the permitting system used by the Florida Program of Vertebrate Paleontology with a Hobby Diver Licensing Program.  Such a revenue generating and self-sustaining program would result in increased data acquisition and certainly more efficient regulation enforcement by FWC field officers.

Considering the recent budget cuts that have so drastically impacted state agencies, in particular DHR; I question the logic of any proposal that calls for broadening the scope of any agency's enforcement or management responsibilities at this time.  Increasing workloads on agencies that are already running on bare minimum staffs is a formula for failure.   

Once again, exempting the AWMA rivers from the IF Program is simply a bad idea. It sets a very poor precedent in that no other management area in the state currently has such an exemption.

The time has come for us to put our heads together to seek a sound workable public policy that involves Hobby Divers as a stockholder. Nothing would please me more than to participate in such an effort.

Respectfully,

Tom Pertierra / Avocational Archaeologist

712 Turkey Roost Drive

Greenville, FL  32331

850-997-0795 - 850-997-1795 Fax

tomp@thomasmarketing.com
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