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W e l c o m e 

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, a 
premier wildlife location, welcomes you to 
Black Point Wildlife Drive, a 7-mile auto 
tour through one of our best wildlife 
viewing areas. This brochure serves as a 
guide to each of the drive's 12 stops. 
Refuge staff would like to offer a few 
suggestions to enhance your visit and 
keep you and the wildlife safe. 

Bring your field guides and binoculars to help 
identify plants and animals you may see. 

Visit when wildlife are most active in early 
morning or late afternoon. Also, plan your visit 
during peak wildlife season from October -
March. 

Killdeer 

Florida Bobcat 

Birds feed in an 
impoundment. 

Wild animals can be elusive. Every bush and 
turn may provide a viewing opportunity. 
Wildlife are accustomed to quiet, slow-moving 
vehicles. Drive slowly and look carefully. 

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge is a 
place set aside for animals and plants. Please 
respect them. Don't approach or feed wildlife. 

Volunteers frequent the drive to assist visitors 
and locate wildlife viewing opportunities. 
Please take a moment to chat with these 
knowledgeable guides. 

The Merritt Island Wildlife Association operates a nature 
store, located in the Refuge Visitor Information Center 
that sells, rents and loans certain items such as 
binoculars, field guides, insect repellent and water. 
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White Pelicans 

American Alligator 

Drive Information 
Black Point Wildlife Drive is open year-round from 
sunup to sundown, but is subject to closure during 
NASA shuttle launch operations. 

There is no fishing, crabbing or boat launching on 
the drive. 

Please follow the posted speed limits and pull 
completely off the road when stopping to allow 
others to pass. Please watch for pedestrians and 
wildlife and stay in your vehicles to lower wildlife 
disturbance. 

Vehicles over 29 feet and 2.5 tons are prohibited 
on the drive. Buses are not allowed. 

Gated roads are open to foot traffic only. 

Do not let animals out of the car and keep barking 
to a minimum to prevent disturbing wildlife and 
other visitors. Pets are allowed on Cruickshank 
trail, but must be kept on a six foot or shorter leash 
and be under voice command at all times. 

An audio book for the drive is available for rent or 
purchase at the refuge bookstore. 

Background 
Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge was 
established in 1963 when NASA created Kennedy 
Space Center. The refuge provides a buffer for 
space operations while also protecting key habitat 
such as wetland, hardwood hammock and scrub. 
This refuge is just one link in a chain of refuges 
numbering over 540 across the country that 
preserve habitat for wildlife. Many of these refuges 
are located along key migratory routes, while 
others preserve habitat for federally listed species. 
Merritt Island NWR provides both habitats for 
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wildlife. Black Point Wildlife Drive and Cruikshank 
trail provide excellent viewing opportunities for 
migratory birds. Some of these birds are federally 
listed, and you may also have the chance to see 
other listed species such as the American alligator. 

5tup 1 
The Bald Eagle 

What is habitat? Habitat is a list of ingredients a 
species needs in order to survive. Humans and 
wildlife need the same things for survival - food, 
water, shelter and space. These four items in 
sufficient quantity and quality create habitat. The 
southern bald eagle has specific habitat 
requirements. Bald eagles nest in tall pine trees 
like those to your left, and fish in wetlands and 
marshes like those in front of you. 

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge provides the 
quality habitat bald eagles require. The refuge 
manages uplands for the growth of nesting trees 
and the marsh for fish and waterfowl, the eagles' 
preferred food. Bald eagles require large plots of 
minimally disturbed land. Residential, agricultural 
and industrial development take valuable habitat 
away from bald eagles. Combined with pesticide 
use, this resulted in a frightening drop in bald eagle 
populations in the mid-1900's. Land conservation 
and restricted pesticide use over the last few 
decades increased bald eagle numbers, and in 
1999 a proposal for the delisting of this national 
symbol was submitted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service. 

Bald Eagles Nesting 

Southern Bald Eagles 

Look through the Nest Finder to spot an eagle's nest in 
the distance. Also look at the nesting platform to your 
right for perched bald eagles or osprey. Bald eagles 
have a white head, white tail and brown body. Osprey 
are smaller and have a white head with a brown eye-
band, white chest, and brown tail. 
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American Robin 
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Osprey 
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Salt Marsh 
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5tap2 
5mal l Critters. Big Inf luence 

Until the 1950's, salt marsh covered much of Merritt 
Island. The marshes were occasionally flooded 
by wind tides from the nearby brackish Indian River 
Lagoon. The fluctuating water levels of the marsh 
created ideal breeding habitat for the salt marsh 
mosquito. When NASA acquired the land that is 
now the refuge, local cities began to grow and an 
effective mosquito control program was needed. 
Impounding water behind a series of dikes 
maintained flooded conditions during peak 
mosquito breeding season (May - September), 
curtailing mosquito populations. 

Maintained flooding over a number of years 
gradually changed the salt march habitat, like that 
to your left, to the more open, shallow water habitat 
ahead. The dikes had altered the marsh from an 
open system that had free exchange with the river 
to a closed system. While this controlled mosquito 
populations, it changed the marsh. Water control 
structures were installed to manage water levels 
and control mosquito populations, while also 
creating important habitat for migratory birds. In 
some areas, the marsh was restored to its natural 
state for fisheries management. The refuge feels 
all habitat types are important and strives to 
provide habitat for a variety of wildlife. 

Salt marsh habitat is ideal for hiding. Look closely for 
egrets, herons and American alligators. 

5tDp3 
H a b i t a t Diversity 

Look in all directions from this spot - how many 
different types of habitat do you see? Salt marsh, 
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mud flats, palm hammocks and pine flatwoods in 
the distance combine to create habitat diversity. 
Habitat diversity is simply a collection of different 
habitat types in a small area. Habitat diversity is 
important because different groups of animals use 
each habitat. 

More than 500 species of wildlife use the refuge, 
and while nature has provided a blueprint that is 
difficult to improve upon, the refuge can manage 
its lands and waters in ways that benefit wildlife. 
This may include regulating water levels to meet 
the needs of different fish and birds. Or it could 
mean using prescribed fire to open up areas of 
dense vegetation for feeding and nesting habitat. 
Using many management techniques to preserve, 
improve and create wildlife diversity is one of the 
most important tools to managing wildlife. 

Stop 4 
W a t e r Level M a n a g e m e n t 

By the time the refuge was established in 1963, 
the area around Black Point Wildlife Drive had been 
impounded behind a series of dikes to help control 
mosquito populations. These impoundments are 
now managed to benefit a variety of wildlife, 
particularly waterfowl, shorebirds and wading birds. 
Some impoundment water levels are kept high for 
species such as diving ducks, while others are kept 
low for shorebirds or wading birds. 

Water levels are managed by water control 
structures. Water control structures are pipes 
located in dikes that separate the impoundment 
from the lagoon. Boards can be installed on the 
ends of the pipes to hold more water in the 
impoundment or can be removed to drain it. Water 
control structures play an important role in 

Otter 

Pintail 

Impoundment 
Management 

5 

Mosquito 

Refuge staff use water 
control structures to 
manage habitat for wildlife. 
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Refuge Impoundment 

Mud Flat 
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managing our waters for wildlife. By raising and 
lowering water levels, we can attract certain 
species during certain seasons. 

Wetlands provide many benefits with little cost to us. 
Wetlands control flooding by storing excess water and 
act as filters for silt and chemicals, thereby reducing 
pollution in our water supply. 

Stop 5 
Flooded M a r s h 

The area to your left is managed differently than 
those you've viewed so far. This marsh is kept 
open to the Indian River Lagoon year-round to 
allow free exchange of lagoon waters. As a result, 
the water levels fluctuate with the lagoon, flooding 
it seasonally in fall and spring creating habitat for 
shorebirds and wading birds. When the water 
recedes, it creates mud flats suitable for shorebirds. 
This naturally fluctuating marsh provides diversity 
and attracts different species of wildlife. 

5topE 
Mud Flat Cafe 
Thousands of people migrate to Florida every 
winter from the northern chill to soak up Florida's 
warm sun and clear skies. Some folks come for a 
brief visit, while others spend the entire winter here. 
But another population boom occurs here every 
year as well. That is the migration into Florida of 
thousands of shorebirds, wading birds, raptors and 
songbirds. Some species use the area as a rest 
stop on their way further south for their winter stay, 
while others winter here before returning north in 
the spring to breed. The refuge serves as the 
perfect place to stock up on food and rest for both 
migratory bird visitors. 

The mud flats to your left provide optimum habitat 
for shorebirds, as it is teaming with various worms, 
clams, snails and crabs buried underneath a 
blanket of moist mud that provides a smorgasbord 
of food. Most shorebirds feed by sense of touch, 
using their sensitive bills to probe for and gather 
food. Overhead, you can also spot gulls, terns, 
skimmers and kingfishers scoping the area for fish 
stranded in isolated water pockets. 

Stop 7 
Faad Chain Interact ions 

Water level management is an important factor in 
managing the refuge for wildlife. The impoundment 
to your right is managed at a water depth of 2 -18 
inches, which benefits the widest range of species. 
Hidden within this impoundment is an intricate food 
chain that supports this system. Sunlight creates 
the base of the chain, penetrating the shallow 
water, allowing submerged plants to flourish. 
These plants provide food for waterfowl and habitat 
for fish and other aquatic species. Micro-organisms 
feed and grow on the plants, that are in turn grazed 
on by one-celled animals, which are eaten by 
shrimp, small fish, crabs and others. These 
become food for larger fish that are finally eaten 
by animals at the top of the food chain like wading 
birds, raptors, alligators and man. 

Refuge biologists keep water levels in some 
impoundments high, some low, some salty and 
some fresh. At times, water levels are either drawn 
down or raised to provide habitat for a certain 
species. This management system keeps 
impoundments productive by providing food, water 
and shelter for thousands of species in this food 
web. 

Roseate Spoonbills 

Great Egret 

American Alligator 
Black-necked Stilt 
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Semi-palmated Plover 

Blue-winged Teal 

American Avocets 

5top B 
Seasonal R h y t h m s 

Each winter, thousands of waterfowl fill the Florida 
sky and gracefully set down at Merritt Island 
National Wildlife Refuge. Many of these birds have 
traveled thousands of miles from the tundra of 
Alaska and Canada to arrive at these wintering 
grounds, where they feed and rest until their 
journey north again in spring. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service has established a chain of National 
Wildlife Refuges along historic migratory routes in 
the United States. These refuges provide feeding 
areas, rest stops and over-wintering grounds for 
the millions of waterfowl, marsh birds, shorebirds, 
raptors and songbirds that migrate every year using 
these important skyways. 

This refuge is a key wintering area in Florida, 
supporting winter populations of 50,000-70,000 
puddle ducks, 70,000 - 200,000 diving ducks, 
100,000 coots, 12,000-14,000 gulls and terns, 
2,000 raptors and an enormous number of 
songbirds. Winter is the best time to visit. Look 
for migratory arrivals as early as September, with 
peak populations occurring in January or February. 
The migration north usually begins in March, but 
varies for different species. 

5tap9 
Cruikshank Trail 

Allan D. Cruikshank was a famous wildlife 
photographer, writer and naturalist who was 
instrumental in the establishment of Merritt Island 
National Wildlife Refuge. As a bird enthusiast, he 
visited the area often. Park in the lot provided and 
walk all or part of the five mile trail established in 
his honor. An observation tower is located a few 

Black Paint Wildlife Drive 

minutes from the parking lot for wildlife viewing 
and photographic opportunities. 

In winter, look for roseate spoonbills, white 
pelicans, wood storks, white ibis, blue-winged teal, 
or pintail. In spring and summer, look for tri-colored 
herons, great egrets, white ibis, black-necked stilts, 
anhingas, or kingfishers. Frequent sightings 
include American alligators, river otters, turtles and 
snakes. 

Please use caution when walking this trail - take plenty 
of water with you as well as insect repellent, sunscreen, 
and rain gear. Alligators frequent this area and may be 
seen sunning themselves close by. Please do not feed 
or approach them. 

5tDp I D 
Restored M a r s h 

The grassland to your left is probably what the area 
around Black Point looked like before mosquito 
control. In 1969, the refuge began removing some 
dikes on the refuge to restore the natural salt 
marsh. Today, this marsh serves its natural 
purpose - acting as a filter for coastal waters, 
absorbing wave energy from storms and protecting 
the upland. Preserving and managing natural 
habitat is an objective for the National Wildlife 
Refuge System. 

5tDp 1 1 
Dn t h e Edge 

As you drive, you'll notice the wetlands in front of 
you meeting patches of pine trees in the distance. 
The area where two different habitats meet is called 
an edge, or ecotone. Many species inhabit these 
areas because they can use more than one type 

Wood Storks 

Wetland Meets Uplands 

g o 
o 

White Ibis 
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of habitat without traveling long distances. Some 
habitats provide cover, while others provide feeding 
grounds or nesting sites. For instance pine 
flatwood habitat provides bald eagles with a place 
to perch or nest, while adjacent water pockets 
provide a place to hunt prey. This patchwork quilt 
of edges contributes to the 500 species of wildlife 
the refuge supports. Each habitat provides a 
different value and function for different species. 

As you travel from stop 11 to stop 12, you'll notice 
a habitat transition from marshes to uplands. 
Different habitats require different management 
styles. Marshes are managed primarily by 
seasonally varying impoundment water levels. Can 
you guess what technique the refuge uses to 
manage the uplands ahead of you? 

Gopher Tortoise 

Prescribed Fire 

StDp 1 E 
Fire as a Management Tool 
Refuge uplands are principally managed with 
prescribed fire, also called controlled burning. A 
prescribed fire is deliberately set by habitat 
managers to attain planned resource management 
objectives. For the last portion of the drive, you'll 
pass four fire units on your left. These units are 
rotationally burned every year to provide habitat 
diversity for wildlife species such as bald eagles, 
indigo snakes, and gopher tortoises. 

Many think of fire as an unwanted destructive force, 
but in Florida ecosystems, fire is necessary for the 
continued survival of many plant and animal 
species. Some plants depend on and grow best 
under conditions created by fire - an open area 
with abundant sunlight, increased nutrients in the 
soil and reduced litter on the forest floor. Fire also 
releases nutrients and minerals into the soil that's 
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recycled back into new native plant growth. 
Without fire in the ecosystem, accumulated ground 
litter, or fuel, would create volatile conditions 
favorable to wildfires, much more destructive and 
unpredictable than prescribed fires. This is 
particularly important around areas such as 
Kennedy Space Center, where protection of 
buildings, facilities and personnel is paramount. 

National Wildlife Refuge 
System 
The National Wildlife Refuge System celebrated 
its 100,h birthday in 2003. Created from the tiny 
five-acre Pelican Island on Florida's east coast, 
the System now encompasses over 540 refuges 
on over 95 million acres of land and is administered 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service within the 
Department of the Interior. National Wildlife 
Refuges are places where wildlife come first, and 
the lands are managed to conserve and restore 
fish and wildlife habitat. Consequently, many 
refuges are established to benefit threatened and 
endangered species. More than 700 species of 
birds call refuges home, millions of them using 
refuges as stepping stones to rest as they migrate 
thousands of miles south for the winter and return 
north for the summer. Many refuges, like Merritt 
Island, are also places for the public to enjoy wildlife 
and wild places through hunting, fishing, 
photography and educational opportunities. 

Eastern Indigo Snake 

Brown Pelican 

This blue goose, designed 
by J.N. "Ding" Darling, has 
become a symbol of the 
National Wildlife Refuge 
System. 

Black-necked Stilt Nesting 
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Florida Manatees 

Thanks for visiting 
Thank you for visiting Merritt Island National Wildlife 
Refuge's Black Point Wildlife Drive. Through 
conservation and careful management, the refuge 
has remained a good place for wildlife to live. 
Whether through controlled burning, managing 
water levels or merely planting native species, we 
seek to insure quality habitat will always be available 
for wildlife and for you and future generations of 
Americans to enjoy. 

You are welcome to take this trail guide with 
you or you may recycle it by returning it to the 
brochure box located at the end of the drive. 
There are many other wildlife recreation 
opportunities available on the refuge such as trails, 
a manatee observation deck, fishing and hunting. 
Please stop by the Visitor Information Center for 
more information. The Center provides interpretive 
exhibits, a refuge video, sales area, bookstore, and 
a 11A mile boardwalk. The Center is open from 8am 
- 4:30pm Monday - Friday and 9am - 5pm on 
weekends. The Center is closed Sundays from 
April - October. The Center is located 5 miles east 
of US1 in Titusville on SR402. 
321/861-0667 or http://merrittisland.fws.gov. 

Merritt Island National 
Wildlife Refuge 

Visitor Information Center 

Black Point Wildlife Drive 
Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge 

Some areas of the refuge may be closed to public access. Please call for more 
information at 321/861-0667. 

Racoons 

http://merrittisland.fws.gov





