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Destination Backgrounder

No destination is more captivating than the white-
sand beaches and emerald waters that define the
shores of Destin-Fort Walton Beach. Situated in
Northwest Florida, this idyllic destination offers not
only a serene escape for those seeking relaxation
along its pristine 20-mile stretch of coastline but
also an exciting opportunity for families to ignite their
sense of adventure. Inspired by a study that showed
56 percent* of children spend less time outdoors
than maximum security prison inmates and that 49
percent* of surveyed parents find it hard to play with
their kids, the destination set out on a mission to
get kids on the water to give their adventurous side
room to grow. The area provides a family-friendly
environment where both parents and children can
discover, play, and explore—free from the pressures
and distractions of daily life. It's a place that invites
families to reconnect with nature, indulge their

curiosity, and create lasting memories together.

A Place of Initiation

Destin-Fort Walton Beach is a place of adventure, where
play on the water goes beyond sun-drenched fun to a
transformative experience, inspiring self-confidence

and self-reliance, and nurturing imaginations. Families
will uncover a wide variety of opportunities for outdoor

adventure inclusive of legendary fishing, boating,

watersports and an abundance of wildlife to observe.
The destination’s interactive adventure builder, Little
Adventures, guides families through their exploration
of a collection of activities, expertly curated by locals,
to build an itinerary that best suits their children’s
ages, skills and interests. Kids as young as one can
enjoy an afternoon splashing and discovering wildlife in
crystal-clear tide pools and budding marine biologists
will find themselves an arm’s reach away from marine
life. Young explorers can chart their course via kayak or
paddleboard, and teens can challenge themselves to
take a lesson out on the water and leave with a new skill

like scuba diving.

“The World’s Luckiest Fishing Village”
Affectionately known as the “World's Luckiest Fishing
Village,” Destin boasts the largest commercial charter
fishing fleet in the country, guaranteeing families an
unforgettable day offshore year-round. It's a reminder
that a child doesn’t need an actual catch to make a
fishing trip successful. Children remember the day,

no matter what was - or wasn’t - caught, ultimately
walking away with a fish tale of their own as a prized
souvenir. Fishing outings vary to best suit first-timers
and seasoned anglers alike, ranging from offshore
excursions with the expert guidance of an experienced

charter captain, to enjoying the peaceful bayous and
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bays in a kayak or paddleboard, to casting a line from

the fishing pier or along the beautiful shores.

Gulf-to-Table Dining

Gulf-to-Table Dining Part of what makes any destination
unique is the distinct flavors one can experience during
their visit, and with over 20 types of edible fish available
off its shores, Destin-Fort Walton Beach serves up a wide
selection of memorable dishes. Aside from menu items
that diners may come to expect from a visit to the region,
such as grouper, mahi-mahi, royal red gulf shrimp, and
even lionfish, travelers can enjoy “cook your catch” services,
whether smoked, grilled, fried, or blackened, to mark the
end of a successful day spent fishing. For non-seafood
lovers, restaurants also offer globally influenced cuisine;
traditional American fare, and regional cuisine that’s
distinctly southern, paired expertly with locally crafted

beers and custom cocktails.

A Story to Share

Visitors to Destin-Fort Walton Beach will not only
discover natural wonders and cultural centers, but
local experts who are passionate about sharing
their inside secrets including hidden fishing holes,
breathtaking dive sites, picturesque kayak routes
and tips for building a better sandcastle and surfing

the Gulf. The signature white sand and clear waters

also have a story to share. Appalachian quartz
crystals, washed from rivers and tumbled by the
tides over thousands of years, have formed the fine
white powder sand that exists today, creating the
trademark emerald color that results from reflecting

sunlight through the surf.

A Home Away from Home

As the sun sets on a day filled with adventure, families
can unwind and rest their heads in a variety of
accommodations that offer a home away from home.
For those who prefer the convenience of having every
vacation detail taken care of, there are numerous
resorts and hotels to choose from. If you're traveling
with friends or extended family, spacious vacation
rentals provide the perfect option for a comfortable
stay. For a more peaceful, intimate experience,
consider staying at an RV campsite or campground—
such as Henderson State Park or Fred Gannon Rocky
Bayou State Park—where you can sleep beneath a
canopy of stars.

To chart a course for an adventure and learn more,

please visit www.destinfwb.com.

*Global study of 12,000 families with kids aged 5-12 initially

commissioned by the Real Play Coalition
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Captivating white-sand beaches and emerald green
waters await visitors in Destin-Fort Walton Beach.
Located in Northwest Florida, the destination is

not only an ideal place to unwind and experience
beachside relaxation, but to tap into your adventurous
side within. The family-friendly community offers an
environment of discovery to play and explore, inviting
kids to get on the water to embrace their adventurous
side. Visitors enjoy abundant watersports, pristine
beaches, Gulf-to-Table seafood, championship golf,
lively nightlife, and numerous attractions, festivals

and events designed to thrill all ages.

History

Affectionately known as “The World's Luckiest Fishing
Village” for decades, Destin has a rich historical
heritage. Captain Leonard Destin moved to the region
from New London, Connecticut around 1845, pioneering
the fishing industry, which continues to be an important
part of the present-day community. In 1852 after
multiple voyages to Florida’s Gulf Coast, Captain Destin
established the small fishing village, which continued to
grow and thrive. Fort Walton Beach’s Native American
history dates back 14,000 years. The earliest permanent
settlers began arriving not long after Florida became

a territory in 1821. During the Civil War, the Walton

Guards established an encampment in the area, named
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Camp Walton after Colonel George Walton, the acting
governor of Florida. The area’s population rapidly grew
in the decades that followed the war and the charming,
small town was officially founded in 1937, shortly after
Eglin Airforce Base, the largest air force base in the

world, became operational in 1935.

Sugar-White Sand + Emerald-Green Water
Florida is famous for its stunning beaches, but the sugar-
white sands and vibrant emerald-green waters of Destin-
Fort Walton Beach are arguably some of the most
beautiful in the world. This breathtaking coastline owes
its unique beauty to a fascinating natural history. As the
Ice Age came to an end, global temperatures began to
rise, causing ice caps to melt and large volumes of water
to flow into the oceans. The Apalachicola River, which
originates in the Appalachian Mountains, carried fine
quartz particles down to the Gulf of Mexico, depositing
them along the shore. Over time, as sea levels rose, the
quartz sand formed the pristine shoreline we see today.
Remarkably, the sand remains cool to the touch, even
during the hottest summer days, and its light-reflecting

properties give the water its signature emerald color.
Climate

Average highs reach the 80s in summer months, while

winter temperatures are typically in the 60s.
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Accommodations

Accommodation options vary to best suit visitor’s
vacation needs and preferences. Those seeking the
convenience of having every vacation detail tended
to can book a stay at one of the many resorts and
hotels. For larger group getaways, roomy vacation
rentals provide a comfortable option, and nature
lovers will discover a peaceful, intimate experience at

several RV campsites and campgrounds.

Gulf-to-table Cuisine

At any given time, more than 20 species of edible fish
can be caught off the coast of Destin-Fort Walton
Beach, with a fleet of over 140 vessels bringing in
thousands of pounds of fresh seafood daily. This
abundant catch inspires the region’s renowned Gulf-to-
Table cuisine. Whether you're enjoying a casual lunch at
a local dock-and-dine spot, popular with both residents
and visitors, or savoring a dinner with a breathtaking
view, the menu features a variety of local favorites like
snapper, cobia, grouper, and mahi-mahi. Diners can

also enjoy unique “catch of the day” selections, such as

lionfish, adding an element of surprise to the experience.

No visit to the area is complete without sampling the
fresh, local shrimp, oysters, and crab, often brought in

the same day from the boats. Many restaurants also
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offer a “cook your catch” option, allowing guests to
bring in their fresh haul and have it expertly prepared—
whether smoked, grilled, fried, or blackened. In addition
to seafood, the area’s dining scene offers a variety of
traditional and contemporary American dishes, from
burgers and steaks to Southern-inspired regional
specialties, all paired with locally crafted beers and
custom cocktails.

Meetings + Groups

Located approximately 10 miles from Destin-Fort
Walton Beach Airport (VPS) The Destin-Fort Walton
Beach Convention Center, recently named a Convention
South 2024 Readers’ Choice Award Winner, offers

an array of event spaces, services, and amenities to
customize events of all sizes and configurations. The
professionally staffed facility assists with the planning
and execution of all details from audiovisual services to

catering, and offers several room options including:

Outdoor: Bayview Plaza, a 30,000-square-foot venue
with water views and several other terraces that offer

covered options for events.

Indoor: The Emerald Grand Ballroom, a column-free,
21,200-square-foot space. Additional indoor spaces
include eight smaller meeting rooms, ranging from
425 to 1,575 square feet.
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In addition to the Convention Center there are unique

venue spaces for all event types such as the Baker
Recreation + Equestrian Center and the Rigdon Center.

Fun Facts
Overview + Cultural Heritage

o Destin earned its nickname, “The World’s Luckiest
Fishing Village,” after former Florida Governor Leroy
Collins visited the area and reeled in 29-pound king
mackerel.

« Destin Harbor boasts the nation’s largest and most
elaborately equipped commercial charter fishing fleet.

o Eglin Air Force Base’s free Air Force Armament
Museum houses military aircrafts from the World
War |l era to the present day. It is also the only facility
in the U.S. dedicated to the display of Air Force
armament.

« Destin-Fort Walton beach is home to several
educational centers and sites:
- Destin History and Fishing Museum
- Gulfarium Marine Adventure Park
- Indian Temple Mound Museum
- Emerald Coast Science Center
- Air Force Armament Museum

- Baker Block Museum

Water-based Adventures
« The best way to explore Destin-Fort Walton Beach is

on the water, whether off the shores of The Gulf or

in the protected bays and bayous. Visitors of all ages
can experience catamaran cruises, sailing charters,
watersports, and boating excursions both with the
assistance of a captain or guide, or on their own.

The deep water off the destination’s coast attracts
some of the widest arrays of marine life in Florida.
Divers can explore artificial reefs, wrecks and a
limestone shelf at depths of up to 90 feet spotting
underwater species such as flounder, dolphin, sea
turtles, and various tropical fish along the way.

The area’s white sand and crystal-clear water make
the perfect background for snorkeling. An extensive
artificial reefs project is currently deployed creating

a total of four separate snorkel reef sites, and one of
the most active reef programs in the state of Florida.
The reefs are arranged in different shapes on the Gulf
of Mexico floor, in designs that are visible from above
including starfish, sea turtles and dolphins.
Destin-Fort Walton Beach is home to seven sites
along the Florida Panhandle Shipwreck Trail including
the Miss Louise, M/V Janet, and Chepanoc.
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Fishing

« Destin is home to 200 fishing charters offering an
opportunity to get out on the water and reel in the
catch of a lifetime with an experienced captain and
crew.

o The 100-Fathom Curve is located just ten miles
offshore (closer than any other location in Florida),
providing the fastest access to deep sea fishing on
the Gulf of Mexico.

« Destin hosts the Emerald Coast Open, the world’s
largest lionfish tournament. The invasive species
arrived in the Gulf of Mexico in 2012, and now
Northwest Florida has the highest concentration
in the world. The goal of the tournament is to raise
awareness of the issue, remove the species from the
water to lessen the threat to native wildlife, and
delight in their surprisingly delectable taste.

o The Destin Fishing Rodeo has taken place since
1948. Held from October 1st through the 31st, the
tournament welcomes over 30,000 anglers from
around the country, including first timers, expert
fisherman, and everyone in between. The all-ages
tournament welcomes all, and celebrates its youngest
participants by awarding them a rod and reel if they
reel in a fish over one pound.

 The Captain Kelly Windes Fish Aggregating Device
Buoy Network is located 60-80 miles offshore. This

extensive network is designed to attract large fish
like mahi-mahi, marlin and tuna making it possible
for anglers of all skill levels to consistently access a
pelagic fishery without traveling hundreds of miles.
The deployment is the first in the continental United
States.

Golf

o Destin-Fort Walton Beach is home to

9 championship golf courses.

Eco-Tourism/Nature + Parks
» Nearly 60 percent of the beaches in Destin-Fort

Walton Beach are preserved in perpetuity.

« Approximately 40,000 dolphins call the Gulf home,

and the best way to spot them is to head out on the
water. A number of dolphin cruises run seasonally,

to place guests face to face with playful pods and
aquatic life.

Henderson Beach State Park is a 200-acre gem and
home to 60 campsites and a winding nature trail that
provides a rare view of some of the last remaining
endangered coastal scrub communities in Northwest
Florida. With 30-foot sand dunes and 6,000 feet

of scenic shoreline boarding the Gulf of Mexico, the
park is a haven for shore birds, including six listed

and protected species and monarch butterflies. The

Fact Sheet 6



park is also home to rabbits, bobcats, and gopher

Billy Bowlegs Pirate Festival (May)
Destin Cobia Tournament (April)
Old Spanish Trail Rodeo (April)

Fly Into Spring Kite Festival
Emerald Coast Open (May)
Lionfish Restaurant Week (May)
Blessing of the Fleet (May)

tortoises.

« Ideal for all ages, the Norriego Point Tide Pools are

formed by rocks and roped off from the open waters

of East Pass. This creates ideal conditions for getting

into the water, exploring and discovering wildlife.

o Located between Navarre and Fort Walton Beach

on the Santa Rosa Sound, Spectre Island is an ideal

location to get out on the water with your family and Summer
observe the quiet haven for wildlife. « Smoke on the Coast (July)
o During sea turtle nesting season (June-October) o Paddle at the Park (August)
visitors can learn how the endangered species provides
a cornerstone for everything that happens along Fall
the shoreline and emerald-green waters - and why « Destin Seafood Festival (October)
protecting them is so important. « Destin Fishing Rodeo (October)
« Twelve birding hot spots in the area provide visitors « Dog Daze (October)
a glimpse of shorebirds, seabirds, songbirds, raptors, o Annual Mattie Kelly Arts Festival (October)
and more. « Take A Kid Fishing Day | Harbor Docks (November)

« Emerald Coast Classic (November)

Event Highlights

Year-Round Winter
« Sinfonia Gulf Coast Symphony « Holiday on the Harbor/Boat Parade (December)
« Mattie Kelly Arts Center Shows + Events « Noon Year's Eve at LulLu’'s (December)
« Pelican Plunge (January)
Spring « Mardi Gras Masquerade (February)
« Mac and Cheese Festival (March) « Shrimp and Grits Festival (February)

« 25th Annual Concerts in the Village (April)
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Getting There

By Car

U.S. Highway 98 edges along the Gulf of Mexico
through Destin-Fort Walton Beach. From exit I-10, exit
onto Highway 85 south at the Crestview/Fort Walton
beach exit and head straight to the beach.

By Air

Destin-Fort Walton Beach Airport (VPS) offers more
than 50 flights daily to and from cities across the
nation. The airport is serviced by Allegiant, American,
Avelo, Delta, Southwest, and Sun Country Airlines.

Please visit flyvps.com for a full flight service overview.

Contact Us
Destin-Fort Walton Beach, Florida
1540 Miracle Strip Pkwy

Fort Walton Beach, FL 32548 (800) 322-3319

Email: Marketing@DestinFWB@com
Website: DestinFWB.com

Instagram: @DestinFWB
Facebook: @DestinFWB
Twitter: @DestinFWB

Media Contacts

Stacey Young

Community & Public Relations Manager
(850) 609-5389

slyoung@myokaloosa.com
Finn Partners

(212) 255-6541
HIPR_DFWB@finnpartners.com
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Famed for its pristine, sugar-white sand and vibrant
emerald-green waters, Destin-Fort Walton Beach

is the perfect destination for families seeking
memorable water-based adventures. The calm,
crystal-clear Gulf waters create ideal conditions for
everything from snorkeling and diving to allowing kids
to wade in and explore the shoreline. Whether you're
fishing, boating, or enjoying thrilling watersports,
there’'s something for everyone in the family. Along
the way, you can also marvel at the abundant wildlife

that calls this coastal paradise home.

Sugar-White Sand + Emerald-Green Water

The signature sugar-white sand beaches found in Destin
Fort Walton Beach are some of the most beautiful in
the world and have a history all their own. Appalachian
quartz crystals, washed from rivers and tumbled by tides
over thousands of years, form the fine white powder
sands that exist today. The sand remains cool to the
touch year-round and gives the water its trademark
emerald color by reflecting sunlight through the surf,

creating a picturesque backdrop for a perfect photo.

Getting Out on the Water
Play on the water isn’t just fun for kids it’s a

transformative experience. With more than 20 miles

Water Adventures

of coastline, plus protected bays and bayous, the best
way to explore is on the water. For memories that will
last a lifetime, guests can rent a pontoon, kayak or
paddle board to explore the waterways, experience
underwater beauty snorkeling and diving, or opt
instead for a cruise to spot wildlife and even enjoy a

beautiful sunset.

Nature Lovers

An environment that is diverse in nature awaits including
vibrant reefs, coastal waterfronts, inland forests, and
cultural centers. It's a setting that encourages kids to not
only interact with their surroundings, but with parents
and siblings. The destination’s many parks provide an
opportunity to be immersed in a coastal landscape
whether checking out the endangered coastal scrub at
Henderson Beach State Park, or spotting herons, pelicans,
and other coastal birdlife along the walkways of Liza
Jackson Park. For an up-close encounter with some of the
destination’s most famous residents, seasonal Nighttime
Educational Beach Walks (June-October) provide locals
and visitors alike information about protecting the sea
turtle population. Offshore adventurers can spot an
abundance of marine life including dolphins, goliath
groupers, angelfish, Spanish mackerels, spadefish, octopus,

and more. The calm, clear waters of The Gulf are as ideal
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for first-time snorkelers as they are for those who are PADI
certified. Divers can explore artificial reefs, wrecks and a

limestone shelf at depths of up to 90 feet.

Along the Shores

Beachgoers can lay out on the sand, letting time slip
away or break up their stay discovering treasures

on land. Strolls down Destin’s HarborWalk Village

or The Boardwalk on Okaloosa Island are feasts for
the senses. Savor Gulf-to-Table seafood served at
restaurants just steps away from the fishing boats
that just recently pulled them from the water or chart
a course for shops brimming with sweet treats, gifts,
and beach apparel. A bit further inland, antiquing and
unique shops line Downtown Fort Walton Beach, and
well-known brands can be found at Destin Commons,
an open-air mall, that is home to a multitude of
shopping and dining destinations. To bring friends
and extended family along for the journey, roomy
vacation rentals provide a comfortable option. A more
peaceful intimate experience awaits, at RV campsites,

and at campgrounds including Henderson State Park

and Fred Gannon Rocky Bayou State Park where
families can sleep under a canopy of stars.
To chart a course for an adventure and learn more,

please visit www.destinfwb.com.

*For more information on Destin-Fort Walton Beach’s water

adventures, please visit destinfwb.com/little-adventures.

Contact Us

Destin-Fort Walton Beach, Florida
1540 Miracle Strip Pkwy

Fort Walton Beach, FL 32548 (800) 322-3319
Email: Marketing@DestinFWB.com

Website: DestinFWB.com

Media Contact

Finn Partners

(212) 255-6541
HIPR_DFWB@finnpartners.com
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Part of what makes any destination unique is the
distinct flavors travelers can experience during their
stay, and Destin-Fort Walton Beach, Florida serves up
just that and more. With more than 20 edible species of
fish swimming just off the coast, many local restaurants
offer a wide selection of fresh catches, brought in daily
by local fishermen. Aside from menu items that diners
may come to expect from a visit to the region, such as
grouper, snapper and mahimahi, travelers can enjoy
specialty “catch of the day” selections they may find
surprising, including lionfish. No visit to the area would
be complete without sampling local shrimp, oysters and
crab, which are readily available year-round, and served
fresh from the docks, oftentimes having been brought in

the same day.

The Largest Charter Fishing Fleet

As home to North America’s largest commercial
charter fishing fleet, more than 200 vessels bring in
thousands of pounds of fresh fish and seafood each
day. The abundance of fresh catch combined with the
region’s rich and diverse culture has inspired local chefs
to introduce innovative fusion cuisine and continue to
recreate the classics that have delighted for decades.
Diners visiting the establishments operated by
Saltwater. Restaurants don’t have to look far to learn

the origin of their dishes, as the group’s dedicated

Gulf-to-Table

commissary operates at the home of three of their
restaurants, The Boardwalk on Okaloosa Island. The
commissary processes 2,000 Lbs. of fresh fish straight
off the boats daily, and delivers to restaurants along
the Gulf Coast including The Crab Trap, Floyd's Shrimp

House and Rockin’ Tacos.

Dock + Dine

After returning from a day on the water, visitors have
many options to “Dock and Dine” in the area, with
restaurants along the Gulf of Mexico and Destin
Harbor offering the opportunity to simply tie up and
dive into a delicious meal. A long-standing favorite
among locals and visitors is Dewey Destin’s Seafood
Restaurant, a local gathering place on the water that
offers picturesque views and some of the best seafood
in town. Other popular locations include The Gulf on
Okaloosa Island, which features a revolving menu of

dishes with an emphasis on local ingredients.

Cook Your Catch

For a truly memorable dining experience, many local
restaurants also offer “cook your catch” service to mark the
end of a successful day spent fishing. Smoked, grilled, fried,
or blackened restaurants, such as East Pass Seafood &
Opyster Bar and Harbor Docks are ready to prepare a feast

cooked to please fishermen of all ages and accompanied
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by sides that are bursting with flavor. Moving inland,
those looking for true farm-to-fork options will be happy
to taste the locally grown produce, sourced directly
from the area’s many family-owned farms and served
same day, in local restaurants like The Local Market

and Camille’s. For non-seafood lovers, restaurants also
offer traditional and contemporary American fare, from
burgers and steaks to regional cuisine that's distinctly
southern, paired expertly with locally crafted beers and

custom cocktails.

*For more information on Gulf-to-table dining in Destin-Fort

Walton Beach, please visit destinfwb.com.

Contact Us

Destin-Fort Walton Beach, Florida
1540 Miracle Strip Pkwy

Fort Walton Beach, FL 32548

(800) 322-3319

Email: Marketing@DestinFWB.com
Websites: DestinFWB.com

Media Contacts

Stacey Young

Community & Public Relations Manager
(850) 609-5389

slyoung@myokaloosa.com
Finn Partners

(212) 255-6541
HIPR_DFWB@finnpartners.com
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Meet the Destin-Fort Walton Beach
Natural Resources Team

What is the Natural Resources team?

The Destin-Fort Walton Beach, Florida Natural Resources
team is a tourism development department dedicated to
conserving Northwest Florida’s natural beauty, protecting
native wildlife, and developing tourism experiences that
provide opportunities for families to enjoy adventures on the

water.

Who makes up the Natural Resources Team?
The team is comprised of five biologists. Under the
leadership of Natural Resources Chief Alex Fogg,

they collectively help promote tourism by prioritizing
sustainability and putting the community first. Please see

more details of who makes up the team below:

Alex Fogg, Natural Resources Chief

Alex Fogg serves as the Natural
Resources Chief for Destin-Fort
Walton Beach tourism. In his role, he
is involved in coastal and terrestrial
ecotourism centered projects ranging

from collaborative research programs

and land management initiatives to
beach restoration, waterway safety, artificial reef creation

and invasive lionfish management. He manages the most

Natural Resources

active artificial reef program in Florida and since 2020 has
deployed more than a dozen large vessels and thousands
of tons of environmentally friendly reef material to create a
world-class dive destination that serves as an essential
habitat for species of fish that are important to the
ecosystem. Alex also organizes the largest lionfish
tournament in the world, the Emerald Coast Open, which
since the inaugural event in 2019 has resulted in the
removal of nearly 85,000 invasive lionfish. He is an avid
recreational and scientific diver and lionfish hunter, with
broad experience in offshore field operations and technical
diving capabilities. These skills, coupled with his advanced
science background and affection for the outdoors, guides
ecotourism efforts not only in Destin-Fort Walton Beach

but throughout the region and abroad.

Mike Norberg, Coastal Resources Manager

Mike grew up in Northwest Florida
and earned his bachelor’s degree in
marine biology from the University of

West Florida and his master’s degree

in Marine Science at the University of
- South Alabama - Dauphin Island Sea
A Lab. In his role as Coastal Resources
Manager, he is responsible for conservation initiatives
ranging from artificial reef development, habitat

restoration, invasive lionfish monitoring and removal, and
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many other coastal-related projects. Mike has over 25
years of scuba diving experience, is a NAUI Dive Master, a
scientific diver, and holds several technical diver
certifications as well as an U.S. Coast Guard OUPV

Captains license.

Robert Fenwick, Land Resources Manager
Robert grew up camping, fishing, and
backpacking on Colorado’s western
slope. A fascination with the ocean
led him to Eckerd College in St.
Petersburg, Florida for a Bachelor’s

Degree in Marine Biology and state-

level contributions to gamefish
management and coastal habitat restoration with the
Florida Dept of Environmental Protection and Southwest
Florida Water Management District. Returning west, Rob
helped establish the Resource Stewardship program for
Colorado Parks and Wildlife, owned and operated a
mixed-fruit orchard, and attained his Master’s Degree in
Natural Resources at Utah State University. Most recently,
Rob partnered with numerous federal, state, local, and
non-profit organizations to improve the condition of
forests and rivers across Colorado. Now back in Florida,
Rob is excited to begin work as the new Land Resources
Manager for Okaloosa County. When not working, Rob

"

enjoys mountain biking, hiking, canoeing, growing orchids,

and exploring the outdoors with his wife and children.

Jessica Valek, Natural Resources Manager
Originally from Minnesota, Jessica
moved to Pensacola, FL in 2014 to
pursue a career in marine biology. She
studied at the University of West
Florida where she received her
bachelor’s degree. She began her
career as a Research Assistant at the
Institute for Human and Machine Cognition in Pensacola
focusing on artificial reef development, and a variety of
different topics that focused on combining technology
with biology. She then moved on to the Florida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Commission’s Lionfish Control
Program where she managed many programs to spread
awareness about the invasive species and encourage
involvement in removal efforts. Jessica joined the Destin-
Fort Walton Beach team in March 2021, and the main
focus of her work is managing the sea turtle conservation
program as the marine turtle permit holder. She and her
team of volunteers conduct daily morning surveys looking
for sea turtle nests and monitor the beaches and nests
throughout the nesting season. She conducts a large

number of public education and outreach events and
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programs to inform locals and visitors about protecting
sea turtles. Additionally, she manages marine debris
removal efforts and assists the team with lionfish removal
efforts, research projects, restoration projects, and

education and outreach efforts.

Jacob Bolin, Land Resources Coordinator

gala A Jacob grew up in northeastern
Alabama and received his bachelor’s
degree in forestry from Auburn
University. He has experience ranging
from timber inventory cruising and
wildland firefighting to imperiled
species surveying and land
management planning. Jacob also has experience in
managing native and non-native invasive species
throughout the Southeast. He recently started with the
Destin-Fort Walton Beach team in April 2024. He is
responsible for managing Okaloosa County land resources
by balancing conservation with ecotourism. Current
projects include developing and mapping hiking and
camping opportunities at newly acquired North Shoal
River Preserve and Shoal River Ranch as well as existing
underutilized recreation areas. Jacob is also exploring the
expansion of river and lake opportunities such as paddle

trails and boat ramps.

Danielle grew up in southern
California where she earned her
bachelor’s degree in marine biology
from California State University, Long
Beach. She worked as an educator for
a local aquarium in San Pedro, CA,
then moved to the US Virgin Islands
where she earned her master’s degree in marine and
environmental science and gained extensive diving
experience as a scientific diver. Danielle assisted with coral
health and disease monitoring and other reef ecology
monitoring projects. In 2019, she moved to Florida where
she started her role as a student contractor with the US
EPA and assisted with various coral health studies, and
spent time exploring northwest Florida environments via
hiking, paddle board, diving, etc. She joined the Natural
Resources team at the end of 2024 as the Coastal
Resources Coordinator and plans on using her experiences
in scientific diving, resources monitoring, and outreach to
assist with current and future projects that will restore
and conserve the beautiful resources we all love and

depend on.
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Natural Resources.

About Artificial Reefs in

Destin-Fort Walton Beach

Destin Fort-Walton Beach leads the state of Florida in
artificial reef activity. Since 2019 the destination has
deployed 14 vessels. By comparison, only 1 other has been
deployed in the state, and 20 in the country. A total of 336
public and 435 private artificial reef sites have been created,
ranging from concrete piles to specifically designed modules
and even large shipwrecks. These structures not only provide
an ideal location for scuba diving and fishing activities, but
also essential habitat for commercially and recreationally
important species. A detailed look at the more than a dozen
of the destination’s artificial reefs (including interactive 3D

models, maps and coordinates) is available HERE.

Recent Artificial Reef Efforts in
Destin-Fort Walton Beach
« Recent deployments include:
- 180ft Offshore Research Vessel- R/V MANTA -
Deployed January 2023
- 192ft Offshore Research Vessel- R/V DOLPHIN -
Deployed March 2023
- 125ft Supply Vessel- RMS ATLANTIS - Deployed
April 2023
- 105ft Supply Vessel- RMS CYCLOPS - Deployed April
2023

- 239ft R/V DEEP STIM III - Deployed January 2024
(a tri-county collaborative project)

- The first 3D printed artificial reefs (25 concrete
modules) - Deployed February 2024

- 360ft Roll on Roll off vessel (offshore ferry) -
Deployed August 2024

The team has received $1.26 million and a S60K

grant from the Fish & Wildlife Commission for 400+

module deployments. Additionally, the team has

received S900K of RESTORE funding for additional reef

deployments.

Natural Resources also has begun permit planning for

Choctawhatchee Bay Reefs.

Upcoming Projects

M/V FANTASEA (140ft) former Casino Boat

M/V SPIRIT OF NORFOLK (188ft) dinner cruise/
passenger vessel that caught fire in Norfolk, Virginia in
June 2022

M/V SKIPPIN SUE (110ft) offshore utility supply vessel
that will be towed with the SPIRIT OF NORFOLK and
deployed at the same time

NEKTON PILOT and NEKTON RORQUAL (75ft and
80ft) are former live-aboard scuba diving vessels that
toured the Caribbean, completing hundreds of cruises

for thousands of divers from around the world.
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o The M/V CRIMSON WHITE (135ft x 40ft) Tugboat in

Mobile, AL is currently being used in military training

exercises.

o SSUNITED STATES (990ft x 101.5ft) After nearly 30
years in Philadelphia, the SS United States embarked
on a two-week journey to Mobile, Alabama, where it is
currently being prepared to become the world'’s largest
artificial reef off the coast of Destin-Fort Walton
Beach by the end of 2025. This transformation will
not only create a unique marine ecosystem, benefiting
marine life and local fisheries but will also support
the establishment of a land-based museum. The

museum will provide divers, residents, and visitors an

opportunity to explore the legacy of America’s Flagship.

Crews working with the Department of Environmental
Protection and the EPA, are actively removing metal,
wiring, and fuel from the ship. The team will cut holes
to ensure it lands upright and create passages for
marine life to flourish. The reef will attract species like
grouper, snapper, mackerel, and tuna. This monumental
project honors the SS United States’ storied past while

fostering ecological growth in the region.

FADs (Fish Aggregating Devices)
Destin-Fort Walton Beach is home to the first FAD buoy
network in the continental United States. Captain Kelly
Windes Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) Buoy Network

is made up of eight 15 ft. Okabe FAD buoys deployed in
August 2020. Acoustic dataloggers have been installed
in collaboration with numerous research partners to track
fish movement and the team has estimated a S56 million
economic impact for this project. These buoys have seen
success from the day they were deployed, with everything
from tournament winning Blue Marlin and tuna to Wahoo
and Mahi Mahi.

Mitigating Impacts of Invasive Lionfish
About the Species

Lionfish are known to be native to the Indo-Pacific region.
They were first detected in the U.S. in 1985, and the first
report of the species in the Gulf of Mexico was in 2010. The
fish prey on native species and it has been reported that
they have reduced native fish populations on some reefs by
more than S0%. These invasive species are capable of eating
prey up to two-thirds their size and will devour most of what
comes in their direction, resulting in an imbalance in the

underwater ecosystem.

Natural Resources Efforts

The Destin-Fort Walton Beach Natural Resources team
works to survey and calculate densities and recolonization
rates at natural and artificial reefs. They also contributed
to and lead numerous projects including the evaluation of

detectability during different times of day; outreach and
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education; test innovative removal methods (traps and

ROVs); monitor monthly population densities; monitor a
novel disease impacting lionfish in the Gulf; track lionfish in
Choctawhatchee Bay; and encourage lionfish removal efforts

through an annual tournament, the Emerald Coast Open

More info on the annual Emerald Coast Open
event can be found HERE.

Sea Turtles

Destin-Fort Walton Beach is home to four of our seven
types of sea turtles: Loggerhead, Green, Kemp's Ridley, and
Leatherbacks. Under the direction of Natural Resources,
the Sea Turtle Patrol operates under Marine Turtle Permit
#2571 issued by Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission. During sea turtle nesting season (May 1
through October 31) the team patrols the beaches at dawn
every day to survey for potential nesting and hatch activity.
While sea turtles live in the Gulf year-round, they lay their
eggs on the beaches during this timeframe. There are a
number of educational opportunities for locals and visitors

alike to learn more and participate in protecting turtles

“

including an ongoing series “C.A.R.E.”ing for Turtles” at
the Gulfarium C.A.R.E. Center.

Tagging and Research

Current tagging and research efforts (including a citizen
tagging program) include the following species: Whale
Sharks, Tiger Sharks, Tripletail, Tuna, Redfish + Redfish
Release, Rays, Swordfish, Terrapin, Sea Turtles and Cobia.

Land Resources Projects

North Shoal River Preserve

Planning and development is underway at this 410-acre
property to turn it into a tourism park. It will include miles
of hiking trails and wildlife viewing in a mix of upland and
wetland ecosystems. The trails will include trail markers
and informational signs along the way. There will also be a
clear, open view of Shoal River that is a part of the Florida
Designated Paddling Trails. A variety of different events will
be held at this site including cross-country and other racing
events, archery and orienteering, just to name a few. For
these events, there will be primitive camping as well as a
campground established on the north part of the property.
The house on the north end of the property will be used as

an event or meeting space.
There are numerous other large pieces of land that are being

explored for ecotourism opportunities such as Shoal River
Ranch and Patriot Ridge.
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