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“When the oysters are dead and the fish are dying from lesions, ad you can’t swinuin e rver
because it's a health hazaud il there's no public ontery, shat do you have to work with?”

Keavin Henderson

River on brink of crisis

Water quality

is deteriorating
rapidly in the

St. Lucie_ Estuary

* ST

The oysters are dying.

Fish in the St. Lucle Estuary
have rotting fins and early siuns
otleslons.

-‘ The \water under the Palm
City and Evans Crary bridges —
which health officlals are warn-
{ng residents to avoid — is as
cloudy and dark as a thick cup
of coffee. -

‘Water quality In the river has
bottomed out. and it's only a
month into the rainy season

“It’s pretty bad,” said Paul
Gray, a sclentist with Auditbon
of Florida. “And it's not guing tn
get better. It's going to get
worse."”

State scientists and water
managers have been forced to
recognize something St. Lucie
Estuary advocates have feared
for years:

The river is on the brink of a,

crisis. :
By mext month. freshwater
discharges from a high [ake
Okeechobee likely will increase
to constant, heavy releases that
will heip prolect the Herbert
Hoover dike — but continue to
erode the health of the St. Lucie
River and Indian River Lagoon.
Recent heavy rains — pro-
dicted to continue throughout
the summer — have added (o
the river's problems, which in-
clude a persistent presence of fe-
cal coliform bacteria that hax
continued to puzzle health offi-
clals,
. River advocates are beginniny
. to compare the situation to 1998,
when:a-massive fish lesion ow-
; break affected the local econ
‘omy and spurred a public out-
7ery that resulted in  the
development of a $1.2 billion res.

reservolrs and wa.
.'ffacﬁlues won't

RIWATER, AS
JATIR,

MATTHFW RATAJCZAK 1l shotographer
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Lake 0 |
|
d S e n e A
troubles 2 Bl et i
s o e e el . work in the activists’ favor; = . - -, . :
: : = e T ... > New legal precedent has been estab-
: it G | ] thNughoutthestate. Mt 1
. i ' _ > With more. than 1.6 billion gallons of .
, lakewaterﬂowmglntotheestuaryeachday
: g - — quickly degrading its heatth — the out- -
S -age from Treasure Coast citizens is at an
: : ; Utimehigh. - - -
_ “The community consensus is, ‘Go after
- © them,’” said coalition chairman’ Léon
; Abood. “We have to present an intelligent
' * and specific plan. I hope it works.” ;'
Some Ti ivi ,' | Payingforthefight ‘ 5
- reasure Coast activists s.aya Even though they have not chosen which |
changes over freshwater releases c&fa pla:cgmformbﬁc ng:m mﬂo:lémmmnmpaytor ’
can ‘pul a |
from Lake Okeechobee.' T : 1‘1?3&"’“’%?“ e,t,hmmm attorney to |
Suzanne | credib! to the case. ;
By M.,.&‘""" ! ' Aboodsaidtheyhopetopers'uadetheat-
: 4| torney to take the case on 4 contingency-fee
Seventy years of protests and tens of | ; basis—whlchwould,allowactlviststopay
usands of petition signatures haven't | for court costs and the lawyer would be paid
stopped watermanagersﬁ'omreleasingpol- | by the state or federal agency if
luted fresh water from Lake Okeechobee | : Money is the biggest obstacle. i
lntotheSt.LucieEstuary. 9 - ; 2 ‘That lesson 'was learned back in the
Miles of bright-green blooming algae, lin- | 1960s, when a now-defunct' local activist
gering fecal coliform bacterta and mounting group called the River League sued what
Feports from scientists of sick fish and dead | - Was then called the Flood Control District
Sea grass haven't stopped the discharges, ej- ecause the league believed the lake releases
ther. _ W - would destroy the estuary. Despite dona-
The only answer, say some Treasure ﬂonsﬁnm.JuplﬁerIslandClubandotherori;
Coastacﬂvisls.lscreaﬂngasoudlegalease* ' sanizations‘,'theymnout.ofmoneyand,
to force policy changes, But bringing such a * eventually lost, : b
lawsultwﬂlbeexpenslve. time-consuming mm,theSt.LucieRlverL'egalDet_bnse ;
and complex, - - AT Fundﬂledlegalacﬂonagalnstthe.stateDg-. }
- "Towigtheqe sufits, you need millions of partment ‘of Environmental Protecﬂon,
llars and years an years of time, That's g : ; ;
- shard- battle "to_ figh " said Larry Crary, a, SEA Seo COURT, A9 * e 0 s

R B

es
grass-roots grout% But we've got to try.” :
: of

i " of 50 years
previous legal attempt, members of the Riv-
ers Coalition are meeting weekly with local
attorneys to develop a case and raise money. |




- »; ~--- h estliary and so the.
violatedtheClean

: ‘:'m‘e?smsemedmzoooby
proinising w'helppassarule

'!; 18

range for the
But that . never happened
~due in part to the complex-
ltles of balancing the ecosys-
tem' with emergency flood
. feontrol” measures, the activ-
I‘ O md.nl
. “The only way to get any-
jwhere:.is to sue in federal
nn aﬁdgetaverdict that
” [oree changes

ctol of the river initia-

'l!hat's*what the” Miccosu-

kee"Indians” did, last year

bringing a case: against
5“"& “Florida*Water: Man-
ment’ District to the U.S.
preme;Court.«'l‘he case in-/ .
| m&ﬁ“&?“m
e
‘e tral Broward ty.. :

2 e’rehopingthjslawsuiti
~theeame,lnalotofre-
spects"saldKevinStinnette
“the “director:.of ' the Indlan

Rlverkeeper ‘group who sued 1 ronmental
‘over, “the  Agency, the U.S. Department

water “managers
lowering of a Central Florida
lake last year. = -

Inthatcase.regarding

‘wﬁ-.\"'

" nallutant to the

a health: sallnlty 4

wxused

Lake 'l‘ohopekallga, state' wa-

s 1 ter mahagers negotiated with
i *¢" private landowners to store
fresh fwater {t-» rexcess water that would have
‘been sent to Lake Okeecho-_
“bee,:
drop

and the suit was

With the Miocosukee case,
lawyers for the tribe and the

-Friends of the Everglades ar- -

gued that the water

" ment district had to have a

permit .for a flood control

.pump, and that permit must
‘uphold the Clean Water Act.

That argument could work

for the St. Lucie Spillway as

well, Crary said.
Activists probably won’t
argue for an injunction — a

"-ruling hy a judge that would
said Ke- -
Henderson ‘the’éxecutive

force water mansgers to im-

/mediately ‘stop the dis-
charges from the lake. '

Water managers can sim-

.. ply argue that without the

releases, the Lake Okeecho-
bee dike would be in jeop-
ardy.. That- argument was
in ‘2000, when Lee
_County sued the state after
the district declared an emer-
gency . situation and flooded
both the St. Lucie and Caloo-
sahatchee rivers. |

‘A last resort’

al ™ *It's unclear whether Mar-
.:tin  County commissioners
.. Will join ‘activists in a law--

suit..
. In 2003, they initially did.
A letter of intent to sue
'was sent to a dozen different

agencies, including the Envi-.

Protection
of Interior and the South

: Florida Water Management .

Dlstrlct, alleging the dis-

charges violated a number of §

laws, including the Endan-
gered Species Act.

But in December of that
year — after a visit from top

state water managers — the
. commissioners to:
drop the lawsuit. They sald

agreed
they feared the lega] action

-would stop Congress from
manage-. approving the $1.2 billion lo-
‘cal Everglades restoration ef-

forts, which still is under
consideration in Washing

. ton.

Abood said the activists
are ‘aware of the political

pressure involved in law- |

suits, and they plan to have
each member organization of
the coalition ratify the legal
plan before going forward.

_ “This is the last resort,” he

said. “We've been working

with the agencies for years. -

It has to come to this.”

But even if a lawsuit .

proves successful — and that

.could take years — political

will would still be n
to achieve long-term goals of

saving the St. Lucie Estuary °

from polluted fresh water,

Crary said.

“That can be done politi-
cally without a lawsuit if the

politicians make it happen. '

But nobody seems to want to
do that,” he said. “The ulti-
mate goal is to get the atten-
tion of the regulators and the
politicians to change their
policies to fix the problem.
“There’s a little bit more

leverage by filing a lawsuit,”.

he added.

- Suzanne.wentley@scripps.com
- Post a comment on TCPalm.com
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“It’s political inasmuch as people on the coastlines want to direct
the blame to the central part of the state.”

Rep. Mark Foley

represents most of the Treasure Coast

Diving into water politics

Lawmakers hear river advocates but can't play favorites with policies

___d

nmmm

David Toher, 14, looks for plankton amid the green algae that has been plaguing the St. Lucie River while he and his family are on a Sunshine Wildlife Tour on
Friday. Capt. Nancy Beaver, of Sunshine Wildlife Tours, says her business is down more than 40 percent this summer because of the algae.

Beaver shows Janis Berman of Palm City their location on the river
on a map.of the local waterways.

By Suzanne Wentley
staff wnter

‘Like the state's intricate system of
canals and ditches, the politics behind
water decisions are a complex web of
competing interests — one in which
the Treasure Coast struggles to be rec-
ognized.

With months of steady Lake Okee-
chobee discharges and degrading con-
ditions in the St. Lucie Estuary, feder-
al and state elected officials are keenly
aware of the call by Treasure Coast
residents to compel water managers to
change their current policies in favor
of the environment.

But rapid urban growth aiid power-
ful  agricultural  intecests  from
throughout South Florida plague the

issue with political pitfalls — causing
elected officials to often tread lighter
than some residents would like.

River advocates demand a lower
overall level of Lake Okeechabee, with
more lake water being stored in the
Everglades Agricultural Area. They
also want water managers to store
more water in the Kissimmee River
valley, to add less water and pollution
to the lake.

But state and federal politiclans say
it's a matter of not playing favorites
with different parts of Florida.

“It's political inasmuch as people
on the constlines want to direct the
blame to the central part of the state,”

Sesz POUTICS, A21

Frod



sald U.S. Rep. Mark Foley,
Who represents most.of the

ure Coast.
“You can't change the

ﬁma of the game because the
eople on the east don't like
what peopleire doing on the

mmr
g.d&mﬁu :o»:oiuo::&
work,” he added.

Political maneuvers

| Top on the political agenda
B... every Treasure Coast rep-
reeentative is the passage of
the federal Water Resources
agfl Development Act, which

St. Lucie River, Nel-
son E.Moo _.EM._N@ time to tell
§ obert Carpenter
a top state water man-

! t policy director his
In restoring the Kis-

sifnmee River and lowering

ke Okeechobee.

-He also told them how a
political maneuver might be
.the only way o force Senate
majority leader Sen. Bill
Frist, a Tennessee Republi-
can, to schedule debate for
the bill.

“He doesn’t approve of ev-
erything. we want. It may
turn out to be that there's
something that he wants that
I can help him with,” Nelson
said. *T want to restore the
Everglades.”

But even under the best
Scenarios, it will take years
to fund and bufld the reser-
voirs and water-cleansing fa-
cllities in the local plan. Un-
til then, the estuary is host-
anagetment Satr

ct e
Army Corps of Engineers.

Carpenter said his office is
_Eﬂ..s .ﬂ politics.

“We -do" our operations
based on science instead of
politics,” he said. *It's a
strength of the system_”

“We shouldn't take away

B .private property rights, but

N LY
JASON NUTTLE staff photograptier

Mary Lou Purpura, far right, takes a look at a plankton net as it

drags the waters of the

St. Lucie River and fills with green algae

while on the Sunshine Wildiife Tour on Friday.

Water supply bias

Still, Kevin Henderson, the
executive director of the St.
Lucie River Initiative, said
his group has been petition-
ing for an overall lower lake
level, because the members
believe the lake is artificially
high to buffer agricultural
interests south of the lake
from future droughts, ;

He's not sure the water
management district's gov-
erning board — nine mem-
bers appointed by the gover-
nor — are willing to change
that water supply bias, he
said.

Foley said he’s written let-
ters to the governing board
asking for a lower overall
lake level, but he said the ap-
pointed board doesn’t have to
consider his requests be.
Mwﬁm it is not a federal entj-

y.

“That's their excuse, that
they need to balance the
needs of water for the entire
state,” he said. “They don't
have to listen to me. I gbvi-
ously haven't been very suc-
cessful. They continue to
thwart the advice I give
them.”

State Sen. Ken Pruitt, the
Port St. Lucie Republican in
line to become the next Sen-
ate president, said Gov.' Jeb
Bush has shown his commit-
ment to Everglades restora-

tion by fast-tracking eight
projects — and he could use
his influence for the St. Lu-
cie River, too. - :

“He’s made commitments
to me, ‘Just tell me what you
want and need,’ " Pruitt said.

U.S. Rep. Alcee Hastings
and U.S. Sen. Mel Martinez
were unavailable for com-
ment. Len Lindahl, the Trea-
sure Coast representative on
the state governing board, al-
so did not return a call for
comment.

Lower lake level

Pruitt said he’s been work-
ing with fellow state legisla-
tors to fund $50 million
pumps to be installed at the
south end of the lake, so the
level can be dropped signifi-
cantly without concerns for
water supply.

“The political pressure is
on the Army Corps and the
water management district
to get the forward pumps in-
stalled,” he said. “You don't
give them any reason to keep
the lake high. There's plenty
of water for South Florida
and agriculture.”

But when it rains, the wa-
ter has to go somewhere.
State Rep. Joe Negron, a Stu-
art Republican, said the idea
of storing water in the Ever-
glades Agricultural Area
should be given serious con-
sideration.

¢ there needs to be shared ad-
versity,” he said.

R+ Henderson said the gover-

nor must step in to limit the
political influence of “Big
Sugar” and other water sup-
ply interests.

“As agricultural interests
are powerful enough to keep
the place on top the heap,
that's where they are,” he
said.

Political will

Still, with only 7 of the 21
miles of oxbows and natural
curves restored in the Kis-
simmee River, slugs of pol-
luted water from Kissimmee,
Osceola and Orlando contin-
ues to flow into Lake Okee-

- chobee. The runoff increases
in volume and nutrients as
the pace of development
quickens there.

Keeping more water north
of the lake demands stricter
development regulations that
would require the same vol-

ume of water remain on the
property after it is developed,
activists said.

State Rep. Gayle Harrell, a
Republican who represents
parts of Martin and St. Lucie
counties, sald that issue was
primarily one for the local
commissioners.

“We can exert a lot of pres-
sure, but those decisions are
local decisions,” she said.
“We certainly don’t want the
dike to burst. Things are
happening. not as fast as [
want them to happen. But
our entire delegation is com-
mitted to keeping the pres-
sure on.”

Part of the motivation for
the elected officials is the
growing outrage from Trea-
sure Coast citizens, who —
along with water managers
— agree that the St. Lucie
Estuary and Lake Okeecho-
bee have never had worse
water quality.

A toxic blue-green algae
bloom and persisteritly high

fecal coliform “levels have
closed the river from the lake
to the St. Lucie Inlet, and
murky water and low salini-
ty levels have driven many
saltwater species from the
river. Oysters and sea grass
beds are dead, and there has
been an increase in fish kills.

But, Pruitt said, in the end,
solving the river's problems
will take an act of political
will.

“When the government
wants to make something
happen, it gets done,” he
sald. “When they don't, it's
amazing how long it takes.”

- suzanne.wentiey@scripps.com
" - Post a comment on TCPalm.com



www.stuartnews.com Sunday, September 18, 2005 |
105 “Some people are advocating to go ahead and flood the sugar fields, ruin their crops

“and let them suffer economic damage because they can't swim and fish. That’s irresponsible.”

Robert Coker
U.S. Sugar vice president

More than 500,000 acres of fallow land
canals and the natural marshland in the
cane fields are dry — a fact that angers S|

o

u By Suzanne Wentley
A f staff writer ;
F .

f{As Lake Okeechobee swells,
it’s business as usual in the Evi ¢
erglades Agricultural Area.
T:Within the patchwork of ca-
nals separating field after field
‘of sugar cane south of the lake,
workers on a recent day cut the
green, fluffy crops with meghan-
ical harvesters. P P
& Pufls of smoke rose from the
LpOineries dotting the 700,000
"Btre landscape, and ‘every few,,.
files a fallow field was flooded -
to kill pests. The excess water
Sxas drained from the black, or-
*.

ganic soils that make the area so
attractive to the large agribusi-
nesses wooed there 60 years ago.

The farmers in the EAA bene-
fit from consistently warm tem-
peratures, nutrient-rich peat
soils and — St. Lucie River ac-
tivists say — perfect water con-
trol.

The estuary is plagued with
toxic algae and poor visibility

- that have forced most wildlife to

flee, and some Treasure Coast
residents are placing the blame
on sugar growers for farming
where lake water historically
flowed south into the sopgy

and green sugar cane are divided into rectan

O

marshland of the Fverglades.

Without the EAA. estuary al-
vocates say discharges from
Lake Okecchobee out to the St?
Lucie Canal - which for
months have delivered massive
amounts of polluted fresh water
into the brackish estuary
would be unnecessary.

But for executives with U.S.
Sugar, the largest cane grower
in the nation, business as usual
in the EAA isn’t at the expense
ol the river — and, they say, it
shouldn’'t be the other way
around, either.

“Some people are advocating

DEBORAH SILVER staff photographer

gular fields in the Everglades Agricultural Area, which borders fim
southern section of Lake Okeechobee. While farmers flood some fallow fields to control pests, the rest of the
t. Lucie River activists who think the agricultural are.

lead to toxic algae, coalition says

A should accept more water when the lake is high.

to go ahead and tlood the sugar
fields, ruin their crops and let
them sutfer economic damage
because they can't swim and
fish.” sail vice president Robert
Coker. “That's irresponsible.”

Although there are many resi-
dents in Martin and St. Lucie
vounties  who  think  the
rovernment should buy the EAA
or force sugar growers to flood,
St Lucie River activists say it's
tore it question of what water
managers call “sharnd adversi-
1.\ e

e SUGAR. A13
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“No one asked the sugar
growers in the EAA to make
any® sacrifice whatsoever,”
said Charles Grande, a mem-
ber of the R
and president of the Presi-
dents’ Council of Hutchinson
Island. “Their actions dem-
onstrate sugar has more in:
fluence than everyone else
combined.” » q .

Activists eontend .imam.. i

managers allow near-perfect
drainage during wet times
and almost guaranteed water
for irrigation during dry
times. 5

Coker said that wasn't the
case. Currently, sugar grow-
manw%_ﬂmsznwmrrina ability
0 uarters of an
inch of rain from their fields
every day. When there was
too little water during the
drought of 2001, sugar grow-
ers had to negotiate with wa-
ter managers to receive their
rations early, he said.

“You can dry a plant up
and you can also drown it.
You've got to find the proper
balance,” Coker said. “The
system they .have today is
one of shared adversity, Ag-

el et e ber.
cenl — the way it
should be.” . ~ v

But Kevin Henderson, ex.
ecutive director of the St. Lu-
cle River Initiative, said the
rules that govern the man.
agement of Lake Okeechobee
are based on the need to keep
the water table of the EAA
artificially low for the bene-

Constitutional rights
mning.gwm.wno:% m:—m_.
farmers receive g
treatment. o
“They are .Em_” another

‘Coalition’

[ .m...m.(f.\.ﬂ_u—.::}u Ry A
CRL A T e N

3

Fh AR

stakeholder, landowner, citi-
zens whose input we take
and balance,” said Ernie
Barnett, the director of poli-
cy and legislation with the
South Florida Water Man-
agement District. "They're
not afforded any more pro-
tection than any other land-
owner in the region.

“We recognize the environ-
mental harm, but we're not
flooding private property in
order to protect any land-
owner group.”

No private property is be-
ing intentionally flooded any:
where in the state, because
there are constitutional pro-
tections that make that prac-
tice fllegal, Barnett added.

But river activists said wa-
ter manager keep the lake
too high to ensure water sup-

- ply for sugar — a practice

that makes discharges to the
estuary more frequent dur-
ing rainy times,

Barnett said the lake is al-
so a backup source of drink-
ing water for utilities in
Palm Beach, Broward and
ﬂ.n!..cwnm noﬁ.ﬁu. S0 wa-

T supply must guaran-
teed for them as well.

N - .. .| One flooded fieid

“We have a plumbing sys.
tem that is not designed to
handle extremely wet condi-
tions,” he said. “We are in.
vesting major resources to
fix these probiems.”

EAA’s future unknown

But farming where histori-
cally the sawgrass sat in a
foot of water exacerbates the

stands out
among thousands
of dry sugar cane
fields. Sugar
farmers say their
drainage systems
can only move a
limited amount of
rain during wet
times, but St. Lu-
cie River activists
contend water
managers help
farmers maintain
favorable water
levels while the
estuary suffers.

DEBORAH SILVER
stotf pt ¢ 'oher

problem, said Paul Gray. a
biologist with Audubon of
Florida.

Last year. Auw ubim scien-
tists asked state oflicials to
consider another use for the
EAA if diminishing soils or
international trade makes
sugar less profitable.

“The future is, we're defi-

nitely not going to have sug:
ar farms there,” Gray said.
“We need to change the land
use so that it's better for

everyone.”
He recommended a mix of
“sustainable agriculture”

like vegetables and clusters
of development near Belle
Glade, Pahokee, South Bay
and Clewiston — while using
the rest of the 700.000 acres
for water storage and cleans-
ing.

Coker said he didn’t see an
end to Big Sugar in the Ever-
glades Agricultural Area.

Along with investing in a
hew refinery in 1998, U.S.
Sugar officials have also
worked to improve the quali-
ty of the water that drains
from their fields. Water man-
agers recently praised their
efforts to remove phospho-
rous, calling sugar runoff
some of the cleanest water in
the state.

The sugar industry also
provides more than $3 billion
and 25,000 jobs to the state's
economy, executives said.

“I'm almost 50 years old,
and in my lifetime and hope-

fully my children's lifetime,
we will continue farming in
the EAA and be noo.-.%ﬁl..ﬂ..
ards of the land,” Coker BE. 4

To appease sugar farmers *
worried about water supply,:
water managers are even.
considering spending :$50
million on riew pumps that
would allow them to keep
Lake Okeechobee lower
while ensuring irrigation.

Barnett said a decision on
the pumps has yet to be
made, but the water manage-
ment district’s governing
board is committed to solv-
ing Florida’s water problem
to the benefit of both the es
tuary and the EAA.

“That entire area was
promoted, developed and en
couraged by governmment in
the '30s, '40s and °50s. They
wanted agriculture in Flort
da ... and they drained the
Everglades.” he said “Gov-
ernment priorities and poli-
tics have changed. We're
more sophisticated now.”

- Suzanne.wentiey@scripps.com
- Post a comment on TCP3 'm.com



Senator takes look at algae

Bill Nelsoh’visits St. Lucie River for firsthand view of water problem

U.S. Sen. Bill Nelson gathers a sample of algae-gree
its estuaries. Nelson used the visit to get ammunition in h

Jensen

St. Lucle River.

Beach resl Jackie Trancynger
son with a sign of support for his efforts to save the

By Suzanne Wentley
staff wiiter

STUART — Leaning over the edge of a
boat floating in the St. Lucie River, U.S.
Sen. Bill Nelson filled a plasti¢ bottle with
water sparkling with neon-green algae.

“Look at that — green water,” he said,
holding the bottle up to the sun. “That's
not what Mother Nature intended. I bet
you won't find any fish down there.”

And the large sections of algae bloom-
ing in the root-beer-colored river weren't
the only thing that drew the attention of
the senator, who visited the area Wednes-
day to gain more knowledge about the es-
tuary’s poor water quality caused by
months of discharges from Lake Okeecho-
bee.

“Notice you don’t see any pelicans
here,” Nelson said, suirounded by Trea-
sure Coast politicians and scientists from
the Florida Oceanographic Society and
Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institu-
tion.

photos by JASON NUTTLE stafl photographer

n water Wednesday during a tour of the river and to see the water conditions of the St. Lucie River and
is fight to persuade Senate colleagues to pass the Water Resources and Development Act.

The Water Resources and
Development Act
» Funds and authorizes projects by the Anmy Corps

of Engineers.
» Historically passed every two years but not since
2000.

» Contains authorization of the $1.2 billion locatl
Everglades plan, which includes reservoirs and
stormwater treatment facilities to hold and clean
local-runoff in Martin and St. Lucie counties.

ON TCPALM.COM
Hear audio of Sen. Bill Nelson.

“The Indian River in front of my house
in Melbourne, there are pelicans diving
all over the place. You can see the bottom
from about 6 feet of depth. You can't do
that here.”

The trip — squeezed in before two
town hall meetings planned for Port St.
Lucie and Vero Beach today — also was
designed to give Nelson ammunition to

Extensive monitoring to keep track of the algae bloom

/By Suzanne Wentley
© staff wiiter
With high levels of - toxicity
found in the ‘algae blanketing
'the St.-Lucie Estuary, state wa-
ter 'managers on Wednesday an-
nounced plans to start a compre-

hensive monitoring initiative to
track the bloom’s toxic levels.
South Florida Water Manage-
ment District officials said the
six-month program will ‘include
sampling of 41 locations
throughout the district — in-
cluding six in the St. Lucie Riv-

er — every other week.

Dean Powell, the director of
the district’s watershed manage-
ment division, said the $300,000
program will help standardize
the samples to create a more ac-
curate picture of the unsafe con-
ditions in the estuary and in

other waterways.

On Tuesday, Martin County
health officials warned residents
to avoid the entire river — from
Lake Okeechobee to the St. Lu-
cie Inlet — after the state tests

See ALBAE, AS
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w?re mads public
*“I. wouldn’t*advise anyone

to swim in the wa}tewrmﬂ‘w"g.;}w‘,h “Phert 180" Will be tests
theyseasst the Caloosahatchee Rlvelf!‘ifr‘

“You can kill it, but the cure
is often ,worse thax; ;.‘l:e m
ease. Theihest: th
do is put onit’thre éppropriate
ings and precautions "¢
esults from tests adminis-
tered by the Florida Fish and
wildlife Research + Institute .,
showed, 373" micro
liter at™
and 164 ogram
in the 051‘ fal™in" Palr
Beach County. Other tests m
Stuart showed 239 and 108
micrograms, but the exact lo-
cations of the test sites were
unknown,
owell said there were; no,,
stafi or federal stan
toxicity ‘in algae, tho

2 Rosgevel Bris

the recommended max'lmum ;

for drinking water is 1 mi-
crogram per liter.

No fish kills have been re-
ported, but they are expected
once the algae starts to die,
he added.

The tests in the St. Lucie
Estuary — which start Mon-
day — will include sites up-

&M'Dél‘ 1*&1(;

stream of the St. Lucie
Locks, in the middle fork, at
the confluence of the forks,
in the South Fork and one at
the inlet.

.the Kissimmee River cham

cof lakes, the Kissimmee Riv- *

‘er itself, Lake Okeechobee,

Lake Istokpoga and in canals. *

A0 Palm'Beach County.
‘Meanwhile, Powell said,
the Ar‘my, Corps of Engineers
-water,*management dis-

A
,«change,the way. the nutrient-
pé e ute'g »richysfreshwater discharges *

will flow from Lake Okeecho-
bee into the estuary.

Instead of a steady stream
of 2,500 cubic feet — or 18,701
gallons — a second, the flows
will vary in volume daily to
lét out the same amount of

a Wwafsi but with less “collater-

al damage,” he said.

“We're not sure that with
those volumes you’ll see
much effect,” he said. “We're
pretty sure it won't hurt and
maybe it will help. It more
mimics a natural storm.”

- suzanne.wentley@scripps.com
- Post a comment on TCPalm.com
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i §Me Trancynger holding a

o trived- at_ Stuart’s South-

NELSON

FROM A1

motivate fellow senators to
pass the Water Resources
and Development Act, which
includes the authorization of
$1.2 billion in local Ever-
glades restoration efforts.

Nelson said he’s planning
toibring the bottle of algae-
ridden water to the office of
U.S. Sen. Bill Frist, the Sen-
ate majority leader and Ten-
nessee Republican who has
yet to.schedule the water act
‘for'debate.
J He said the bill was stalled
wlth fights over a Mississip-
pl River project.”

"Nelson also ‘pushed. for the
restoration of the Kissimmee

Jery: whlch Army Corps of

f ﬂialssaidisathirdwm-'

gte, and the funding of the

Tesidé nt,,

‘1iédn-orange sign criticizing.
. Jeb Bush’s lack of atten-
tion to the river's plight,
ted .the ‘senator when he

So did Ed Stout, the owner
of South River OQutfitters, a
kayak business on the river’s
South Fork.

“There are people out
there that this is directly af-
fecting their livelihood. 'm
one of them,” he said. “When
the river is in this condition,
we can't let people in the wa-
ter.”

As the boat tour ended,
Nelson accepted a moist tow-
lette to clean the algae from
his hands.

Everglades restoration —
although it's taking longer
than. expected to authorize

. the local plan — is a good

first step to improving condi-
tions in the St. Lucie Estu-
ary, he said.

“This is a start. Restoring
the Everglades is essential
just, for Florida but also
Planet “Earth;” ‘He*sald, -

iis 1s one of these delicate
ecdsystems like the Amazon

‘River that has an enormous

impact on the rest of the en-
vironment.”

+ suzanne.wentley@scripps.com




The St. Lucie and
Caloosahatchee estuaries are
in dire condition, but so is
Lake Okeechobee, which is the
source of the discharges. .

e

LAKE OKEECHOBEE — With
five well-worn rods and reels sit-
ting “uhused on his boat's bow,
Okeechobee resident Carroll Head
cut the motor. -

Slowly, he drifted through a
pass between King's Bar and the
lake’s: northwestern shoreline, a
marsh once teeming with bass hid-
ing in thick bulrush reeds.

As bass spawning begins, decisions must be made to save the big lake

LOWERING LAKE
Drastic measures may need to be taken
to savg Lake Okeechobee. PAGE A11

laced water. .

“This used to be a beautiful place
to fish,” sald Head, who has angled
for bass on the lake since 1961,
“You can't blame people for being
enraged.”

The high water levels in Lake
Okeechobee — which have brought
months of massive discharges into
the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee
estuaries — did more than destroy
the health of the brackish rivers
with slugs of fresh water, toxic al-
gae blooms and muck-covered oy-
ster beds.

Lake Okeechobee is suffering,

LAKE

/ FROM AL

withr an 80 percent reduction
in submerged plants in a
year, pervasive algae blooms
and murky waters that have
pushed phosphordus levels to

son under way, top officials
with the Scuth Florida Water
Management District say
major . decisions for the
health of the lake nééd to: be
made in the next few months
to ensure it doesn’t become a
fabled disaster like Central
Florida’s Lake Apopka.

“The blooms are bad. The
turbidity is bad. We don't
have good vegetation and
we're getting reports of poor
fisheries coming in,” said Su-
san Gray, the director of the
district’s Lake- Okeechobee
division. “All the acres and
acres of vegetation and the

. Now, there are just a few stalks diversity we gained from the
' emerging from the muddy, algae- See LAKE, A11 (2000) drought is lost.
; : : “Fallure is.not an option,
Al Sty You can't fix a totally fatled
Alake In decline = system.” she added. “We
Water managars and long-time anglers agree: Lake Okeechobee has never been so unheality, The Ye (0,00 this.

Without a drastic restora-
tion effort. St. Lucie River
activists say the extremely

troubled lake ecosystem also isn't good for the St. Lucle Estuary, which has been battered as the outlet
for excess lake water. Here is a look at recent research documenting the lake's deteriorating conditions:

1] i S .. : poor condition of the lake
" Fower plants Fish population in decline  Nutrlents skyrocket certainly will have a dire im.
©:1,000.acres submerged plants  Largemouth bass caught Phosphorous levels J Jact on the downstream estu-
LA e by researchers each year: (parts per billion) Target level: 100 aries.
RPN S AR I L S el “We've never seen it like -
e Mwaww | R PR this.” Head said. “The hurri-
e i OGS . _: S canes didn’t cause the prob-
103 "+ 940Rog S lem on Lake Okeechobee.
13 o oy O (T R T The hurricanes showed us
o O JloesdlEraslis NG how bad the problem was on
o i = 184 Lake Okeechobee.”
> s y Bcalts ] s - And the lake’s recent poor
. 89885 38338 Lo lies | ow | | health made it cloar that
T Ag: A . hat's good for the lake is al-
. Submerged plants such as Using electric shock catching Consistently high nutrient levels \
shrimp gréss and pond weed Som.nonu. researchers 8=§n. the - encourage massive blue-green 80 good for the downstream
-serve as fish habitatand help . fewest largemouth bass in Lake algae blooms and the growth rivers, he said. g
: 808k up excess nutrients inthe  Okeechobee in five years. Last of Invasive plants like water Nobody wants!our dirty
. *Water. Since hurricanes Frances  year, more than 60 percent of the  hyacinths and cattalls, Scientists water, and 1 don'teblame
+ . and Jeannd whipped-up the slimy - catch were Juveniles. This year, say suspended muck is to blame them,” he said.. l—.:% gtatus
* +. muckn'the center of the lake, there was od_w. one juvenile bass  for the unprécedented numbers. quo Is killing our lake
<,". more and more plants have died.  caught — a forewami ofa
“ * T B A o i LR uB:%h«gza uou:_wum:. - suzanne.wentiey@scripps.com

.- Post a gomment on TCPaim.com
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. lower iake ‘could help the St.

«,gguﬁnn_oaa

4+ ' Drawing down the lake to
12 feet ‘this, winter would

' cause even more pollutéd wa- -

#ter to enter:the estuary, but
2 it would be even worse ifwa-

ter managers are forced to .
walit a year. Then,. the river
might begin the slow healing
process only to be thwarted
by another inundation next
.year, he said.

.. '*1 appreciate what they've
'done, but they aren’t doing

the % ' Florida : Water

Management:District formal-
ly asked federal' s ‘to
lower the lake I to 12 feet
and keep it there for 12
weeks. That ‘would ~ allow
sunlight to reach the plant
seeds that are now too deep
in the water to germinate.
But based on data collected
from the last time the lake

was that low — during the -

2000 drought — it will take
much longer than that to
start the much-needed resto-
ration of Lake Okeechobee.
“We're still skeptical
whether keeping the lake at
12 feet for 12 weeks only will
be enough,” gaid Steve Gor-
nak,' a biologist with the

Florida Fish and Wildlife

Conservation Commission.
“It can take six or seven
months of low water unti]
the vegetation will make a
rebound.” N

enough to fix it,” he said,
“Unleds we can get more
storage in the watershed and
keep it from Lake O, the es-
tuaries will be in a precari-
ous situation, too.”

District officials also point-
ed to plans for new reser- are operational,

Plus, water managers
aren't even sure they’ll ‘be
able to accomplish the origi-
nal drawdown plan, because
Lake Okeechobee needs to
stand at 15 feet by Nov. 1 for
the plan to work this year,
said Susan Gray, the director
‘of the district’s Lake Okee-
chobee division. . A

Water supply
Last week, the lake was
nearly a half foot above that

goal. — and more rainy-

weather was predicted.

“It's going tg be a tough de-
bate,” Gray said. “There are
a whole lot of hoops we have
to jump through.”

One of those obstacles is
the fear from farmers around
the lake that the drawdown
would jeopardize water sup-
ply. Water managers already
have begun to design tempo-
rary pumps to alleviate that
concern.

" Fish and Wildlife biolo-
gists, meanwhile, said they
were hoping the lake would

than 83 millibn of MucK' fe.

moval work.

Paul Gray, a blologist with -

Audubon of Florida who fo-

cuses on lake issues, said a

voirs and stormwater cleans- .
ing areas to be butit north of
the lake. But like the $1.2 bil._
lion Everglades restoration
plans in Martin and St. Lucle
countles, it will be years be--
fore those storage facilities

“People don't understand
how monumentally large

‘these problems are and how

long we've "ignored them,”
Gray of Audubon mna.

- suzanne.wentiey@scripps.com
- Post a comment on TCPalm.com:



Water |

managers

[

threaten
Martin

The Water Management District said if
Martin County does sue, it will take the

St. Lucie Canal reservoir off a list of
area projects among other things.

By Suzanne Wentley
staff writer

Alluding to Martin County commission
legal discussions as “infantile,” state water
managers played hardball Wednesday,
threatening to pull the St. Lucie Canal reser-
voir off a list of fast-tracked projects if com-
missioners sued over the poor health of the
St. Lucie Estuary.

Top officials with the South Florida Wa-
ter Management District also demanded the
removal of a river activist from a district ad-
visory board because of comments he made
to county commissioners earlier this week.

‘The tough talk during the district govern-
ing board’s monthly meeting in West Palm
Beach came in response to months of vocal
outrage from county commissioners. activ-
ists and residents upset with deteriorating
conditions in the river and unresponsive to
district’s pleas for patience.

- Alter governing board member and Trea-
sure Coast representative Len Lindahl told

fellow board members that Martin County

commissioners viewed his recent visit as
“threatening and belligerent,” other govern-
ing board members took offense.

Governing board member Mike Collins
said a tounty lawsuit could jeopardize fund-
ing for a plan to fast-track water quality
projects throughout South Florida. He said
he would offer a resolution to drop the St.
Lucie Canal reservoir and stormwater treat-
ment area — a $300 million project to be
completed by 2009 — from the list. .

In Martin County, meanwhile, Adminis-
trative Services Director Taryn Kryzda
asked county commissioners Wednesday to
hold off allocating money in the county bud-
get for a lawsuit over the lake releases until
the Rivers Coalition establishes a nonprofit
organization to fund a lawsuit it's threaten-
ing.

The county could appropriate money
frum reserves and make a grant to the non-
profit group that is expected to sue the Army

See WATER, A2
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Corps of Engineers and the
South Florida Water Man-
agement District.

Board member Nicholis
Gutiérrez took issue with
that stance, which commis-
sioners agreed to Tuesday.

“I ‘'don't want to use the
word ‘infantile,’ but to say,
‘we won't sue but we will
fund private groups who will
sue,’ " he said. “They're just
squandering their very posi-
tive legacy. We have to stick
to our guns.”

Also during the water dis-
trict meeting, Collins dis-
missed a letter sent by Mar-
tin  County Commission
Chairman Weberman
asking that the governing
board vote on a resolution —
on an early version of the
agenda — that would request

* the Army Corps of Engineers

keep Lake Okeechobee at a
lower level permanently.

The draft resolution said
the lake-

gement fules,

AR

called WSE, were inadequate
for protecting the health of
Lake Okeechobee and the es-
tuaries.

“Martin County is making
demands that something is
done, something I don't have
any interest in complying
with,” Collins said.

Instead, Collins said the
resolution would be brought
back for discussion to an ad-
visory committee — one
which, he and other board
members hoped, St. Lucie
River Initiative executive di-
rector - .Kevin  Henderson
would no longer be on.

“He reported to the Martin
County commission yester-
day that the resolution re-
garding modifying WSE was
killed by sugar,” Lindahl
said. “With all the difficul-
ties I have in Martin County,
that made it that much more
difficult.”

The board agreed to send a
letter to Initiative President
Bud Jordan, urging Hender-
son’s removal from the advi-
sory board..

Jordan said Wednesday he
would do no such thing.

“We're not going to send a
namby-pamby down there,”
hg said. “They dont want
anyone with engineering
capability to challenge them,
But someone needs to. Other-
wise, there will never be a
change to this river.”

Martin County commis-
sioner Sarah Heard said the
governing board members

should take responsibility .

for the toxic algae, diminish-
ing wildlife and murky con-
ditions in the St. Lucie River
that has begun to have a neg-
ative impact to the area’s
economy.

“We've been fighting this
battle for over 50 years, not
unsuccessfully,” she said.
“We relied on them to pro-
tect our resources, and they
forced us into a very difficuit
response.

“It sounds like they're try-
ing to bully us,” she added.
“That's just dishonorable.”

- Suzanne.wentley@scripps.com
- Post a comment on*TCPaim,
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SERVING MARTIN COUNTY AND THE TREASURE COAST
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poest
Florida's west coast also
suffering the ill effects
of Lake O discharges

o ma Yossr

The St. Lucie Estuary isn't the only waterway
with dying sea grass, dwindling fish populations
and sights of bubbling blue-green algae:

Residents living along the Caloosahatchee River
on Florida’s Gulf Coast also have watched their live-
lihoods, weekend recreation and thriving ecosystem
drain away with the waters of Lake Okeechebee.

Altheugh Treaswre Coast outrage has decreased
somewhat as the algae blooms and dangerous bacte-
ria plaguing the river have disappeared, the fury in
Lee County is boiling over.

The recent influx of seasonal Gulf Coast resi-
dents — angry at what the constant polluted, fresh-
water discharges from the lake have done to water
quality — has led to elected officials buying large.
color ads to protest water management decisions.
meetings attended by hundreds of citizens and even
talk of legal action.

The unrest has caught the attention of governing
board members of the South Florida Water Manage-
ment District, who last week rebuffed demands of
Lee County commissioners to flood agricultural
fields south of the lake.

St. Lucie River activists also are taking notice.

“We can’t get our problems solved unless their

See WATER, Al

STOP DESTROYING OUR
WATER QUALITY NOW!

AN QPEN LETTER T0 THE SOUTH PLORIDA WATER MANAGEMENT
DISTRICT FROM THE SANIBEL CITY COUNCIL

-

The Sanibel City Council's campaign to stop
freshwater releases into the Caloosahatchee River
includes this fullpage advertisement, which appeared
recently in the Fort Myers News-Press.

'comlng up this week:

» Army Corps of Engineers public workshop on new rules
fnrmraglngLaleOkeedtobee:7p.m..Wedmsday.
Blake Library, 2351 S.E. Monterey Road, Stuart.

> Rivers Coaiition will announce Friday whether it will file a
lawsult against state and federal water managers over the
poaMdﬂnSt.h:dgE_sum.

17 . Tuesday, November 15. 20n& ;

s water look familiar?:

ERIK KELLAR Naples Daily News
In a scene familiar to Treasure Coast residents, an algae bloom apparently fueled by polluted
water released from Lake Okeechobee into the Caloosahatchee River fills canals in Cape
Coral in Lee County. Tired of the constant discharges, which are about double those released
into the St. Lucie Canal. Gulf Coast residents and officials are pressunng water managers to
halt the releases. as Treasure Coast groups are doing.
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About 8,180 oubio feet of water per second — equai to 5.26 -
billion gallons a day — flowed Monday out the Caloosahatchee
River, measured at the W.R Frankiin Lock and Dam, About 80

percent of the water Is from the lake, the rest from local runoff,

i
Wty
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St. Lucle Waterway

About 3,500 cublc feet of water
per second — equal to 2.26
biltion gallons a day — flowed
Monday over the St. Lucie Lock
and Dam into the St. Lucie River.
Eighty-two percent-of the water
is from the lake, the rest from
local runoff.

WATER
FROM A1 : -

problems are getting solved
too,” said Kevin Henderson,
the executive director of the
St. Lucie River Initiative,
“It's not a matter of keeping
the attention focused on. us.
It's keeping it focused on the
problem, and the West Coast
does that.”
The ‘buzz’ issue

Due to its geography, it
takes a little longer for the
37-mile-long Caloosahatchee
River — which connects to
Lake Okeechobee by a canal
at Moore Haven — to feel the
impact of lake discharges,
water managers say.

The western river is wider
than the St. Lucie River, and
— unlike the local waterway .

ROBERT LANE stafl artist

“For us to say, ‘Stop
wm:&:m the water
this way’ is not
feasible. We know
where it would go —
to the East Coast.”

Mary Rawi
president of the Caloosahatchee
River Citizens Association

as RiverWatch. “You can't go
anywhere without people
. talking about the condition
of the river. Our economy
and lifestyle is based on the
water.” :

Rawl said the toxic
blue-green  algae, which
forced health officials to
close the St. Lucie River all
csummer, is still present on

that has to‘wind around Sew- " the' West Coagt. All the sait-

all'’s Point* before’ em itwater fish are gone, and the

into the ocean — the Caloo-

fishing guides and other ma-

sahatchee runs straight 4nto-; rine-based industries there

the Gulf of Mexico and even
suffers from saltwater inffuf.
sion during dry times.

But after months-of dis-
charges — which areusually
at'least twice as heavy to the
west than out:the:St. Lucie i
Ldcks - Gulf Coast rediderits
say the latest slugs of murky,

pushing the river toward an-
ecological ctisis. g
*It's literally the buzz is-
sue in Lee County,” said :
Mary Rawl, a Fort Myers res-
ident and president ‘of the
Caloosahétchee . River Citi-_
zens Association;, also known
SR D RRDT = o

[

nutrient-rich lake water are?

.are struggling, she said.

" 'GulfCoast activists have
been watching the protests
“on the Treasure Coast this
‘Summer, and they want to
work together, she said.

i “For us to say, ‘Stop send-
ing the water this way’ is not

; feasible. We know where it

tould go — to the East

; Coast,” she said. “That’s why

¥Wehave to work together.”

Week of protests

Last week, the city council
in Sanibel — a small istand
at the mouth of the Caloosa-
hatchee River — ran an ad-

ERIX KELLAR Naples Daily News

A pleasure boat speeds from the light waters of the Gulf of Mexico

into a plume of pollution caused by water released from Lake Okee-

chobee into the Caloosahatchee River.

vertisement in the local
newspaper demanding state
and federal water managers
“Stop destroying our water
quality now!” Another simi-
lar ad ran Sunday.

“It appears the focus was
on ‘a long-term solution,”
said Sanibel city manager
Judie Zimomra.

“We're trying to be certain
the water management dis-
trict board members are
aware of the very real
short-term crisis. We believe
they will not be responsive
unless the elected officials
show what a poor job the dis-
trict has been doing to date.”

Earlier this year, Sanibel

officials refused a $50,000
grant from water managers
for a water conservation pro-
gram there because the city
council saifl thanking the
district officials would be
“hypocritical.”

Lee County commissioners
might even take the protest a
step further. Commissioner
Ray Judah asked the county
attorney to investigate
whether they could withhold
the county’s tax revenue that
normally goes to funding wa-
ter district programs until
the issue is resolved.

He's also looking into the
state statutes that he thinks
give the district the ability to

redirect lake water Into the
sugar flelds of the Everglades
Agricultural  Aren  whem

: there 13 a state of emergency

harming public health and
aquatic life.

Flooding fields south of the
lake is the same request sug-
gested by Martin and St. Lu-
cle county commissioners, as
well as St. Lucie River advo-
cates. But as on the west, the
East Coast activists haven't
had much success, Judah
said.

“They’re running against a
strong tide of political cron-
yism between U.S. Sugar and
those politicians that are
propping up and supporting
their position,” he said. “We
share your outrage, believe
me.

“We certainly are gaining
more and more attention
from the community who
feels they need to expend
more time and energy,” he
added.

Combining efforts

More than 400 residents al-
so packed a Sanibel meeting
hall last week to discuss the
poor water quality, and Rawl
said a coalition of business
leaders, environmentalists
and real estate agents is
forming.

A similar group of activ-
ists on the Treasure Coast,
the Rivers Coalition, is ex-
pected to announce this
week if the 40 member-orga-
nizations voted in favor of fil-
ing a lawsuit with Earthjus-
tice against state and federal
water managers.

Kevin Henderson, who is
also a member of the Rivers
Coalition's legal task force,
said it's important for other
parts of the state to protest
about .water managers to
show state lawmakers that
poor water quality is more
than an isolated regional is-
sue.

“We'll see if we can put to-
gether a coalition big enough
and strong enough fo
out-compete the sugar indus-
try,” Henderson said. “That’s
the hard part, but that's the
way politics works.”
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