
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

August 2, 2013 

 

Senator Joe Negron 

412 Senate Office Building 

404 South Monroe Street 

Tallahassee, FL 32399-1100 

Via email: negron.joe.web@flsenate.gov 

 

RE:  Solutions for Indian River Lagoon and the Lake Okeechobee Basin 

 

Dear Senator Negron: 

Thank you for providing leadership on the health of the Indian River Lagoon and Lake 

Okeechobee.  The discharges to the coastal estuaries are an ongoing tragedy that demands 

urgent government response.  Hopefully the Select Committee on Indian River Lagoon and Lake 

Okeechobee Basin can recommend a workable set of solutions that the state of Florida can 

implement.  I write today to offer some specific recommendations. 

Audubon has a long history with Lake Okeechobee, and we have five chapters in the counties 

along the Indian River.  Our sanctuary in the Lake’s western marsh provides habitat for many 

species of water and shore birds.  Audubon’s science staff are active contributors to the various 

plans that have advanced to reduce pollution and improve water management to ameliorate 

the impacts of wet weather and drought.  

While many of your constituents are demanding an immediate end to discharges into the St. 

Lucie, real solutions require longer-term thinking and recognition that the region has significant 

water management and pollution problems requiring government action.  Many of these 

solutions were debated and/or authorized by the Legislature in 2007 but not implemented.    

Audubon recommends the following water management and water quality solutions: 

Everglades Restoration Projects  

1. Central Everglades – This project will allow 217,000 acre/feet (70 billion gallons) of 

water to flow south from Lake Okeechobee and will greatly reduce high flow events to 
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the coastal estuary releases (50% for the St. Lucie and 25% for the Caloosahatchee).  The 

project’s planning report is awaiting South Florida Water Management District approval.  

This approval is needed for the project to be submitted to Congress for authorization.    

2. C-44 St. Lucie River Reservoir and STA – This project will limit discharges and pollution 

by storing and treating 50,600 acre/feet (16.5 billion gallons) of water from the St. Lucie 

and Lake Okeechobee watersheds.  Construction of this project that began in 2011 must 

be accelerated, which requires increased state and federal funding.  

3. C-43 Caloosahatchee Reservoir – This project will limit discharges by storing 170,000 

acre/feet (55 billion gallons) of water from the Lake Okeechobee and Caloosahatchee 

watersheds.  Construction on this project cannot begin until it is authorized by Congress.  

Strong support for authorization is needed from Florida leaders.   

Water Management   

4. Dispersed Water Management – This innovative program recognizes that water can be 

stored and treated on private and public lands to reduce flows from the over-drained 

Lake Okeechobee watershed.  Several landowners are receiving modest payments for 

providing on-farm storage.  This program needs to be assessed for its potential to store 

even more water and could be extended in a cost-effective way.  

5. Optimizing the Benefits of Kissimmee River Restoration – Completing this project will 

add about 100,000 acre-feet of storage potential to the watershed, much of it by raising 

the levels of Lakes Kissimmee, Cypress and Hatchinehaw another 1.5 feet.  The South 

Florida Water Management District (SFWMD) should work with the Corps to revise the 

regulation schedule to store more water in the newly restored Kissimmee River 

floodplain.  

 

6. Water Farming – Unused agricultural land in the St. Lucie basin could provide additional 

storage capacity.  The SFWMD should explore opportunities to contract with landowners 

to store more water on private lands. 

 

7. South Florida Water Management District Budget – The agency’s budget has been 

severely cut leaving it with inadequate resources to plan for and carry out programs and 

projects that keep excess water from draining into the estuaries.   The Legislature and 

Governor should allow the SFWMD to increase revenues from ad valorem tax to use on 

projects and programs to benefit the Lake Okeechobee watershed. 

8. Lake Okeechobee Water Levels – Public safety, agricultural water supply, and fish and 

wildlife protection determine Lake Okeechobee water levels.  Those are targeted 



 

between 12.5 and 15.5 feet, with some room for flexibility during the peaks of the wet 

and dry season.  The Lake cannot be held too high without substantially increasing the 

risk of a breech to the levee.   Improved agricultural water conservation could reduce the 

need to manage the Lake as a reservoir for water supply needs.       

Water Quality 

9. Reducing Nutrient Pollution - Phosphorus and nitrogen continue to enter the 

watershed from wastewater, urban stormwater, farm fertilizers and animal feed.   The 

Lake Okeechobee water quality goal is routinely exceeded by 400%.  Plans for reducing 

nutrients in the estuaries have only recently been established and will have limited 

effect.  Water quality improvements can be achieved with aggressive new state rules 

that address treatment of urban stormwater, all sources of wastewater including septic 

tanks, the use of reclaimed water for landscape irrigation, and the use of sewage sludge 

for fertilizer.   Agricultural practices, including the use of fertilizers, should meet a 

standard of “no harm” to water quality.  We recommend that the state update its rules 

to provide meaningful limits on the amount of phosphorus from fertilizer and animal 

feed added to the watershed.  

 

On behalf of Audubon’s members, I commend your leadership and ask you to give 

consideration to our recommendations and lead boldly.  We look forward to providing 

additional comment at the committee’s hearings and during the next legislative session.  Please 

call on our policy and science experts if we can help in any way.    

 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Eric Draper 

Executive Director 

 

 

Cc:  

Members of the Select Committee on Indian River Lagoon and Lake Okeechobee Basin 


