
 

 
3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island Florida   33957 

Telephone   239.472.2329 
 
July 30, 2012 
 
Commissioner John Manning, Chairman 
Lee County Board of County Commissioners 
Transmitted by email 
 
Re:  Lee County Letter to SFWMD on Back pumping 
 
Dear Commissioner Manning: 
 
It has come to our attention that the Board will be discussing a draft letter addressed to the SFWMD regarding back 
pumping at tomorrow’s meeting.  Please accept this letter submitted on behalf of SCCF since there is no time 
allotted for public comment. 
 
SCCF very much appreciates the leadership of  Dan DeLisi, this regions current SFWMD Governing Board 
representative,  in working to address Caloosahatchee issues.  In highlighting the need to modify Adaptive 
Protocols for Lake Okeechobee Operations (AP) he has enabled staff to explore and develop a suite of alternative 
operational scenarios that were not available when the current AP was developed in 2010.  Having followed the AP 
the past two drought years it is clear that the AP are unacceptably flawed, causing harm to the Caloosahatchee 
even when there is no threat of water shortage and no other users water supply is even restricted.   
 
SCCF has been very actively involved the past several months reviewing and drilling down to the implications of 
various model alternatives developed by the South Florida Water Management District staff.  In that time we have 
proposed a number of alternative scenarios and feel that there are better and more conservative alternatives than 
the back pumping alternative that can be implemented without significant impacts to water quality and the 
public’s economic investment.   
 
The good news is that this process of evaluating different scenarios has revealed  alternatives that will not single 
out the Caloosahatchee, will provide needed flows to support  the ecological resources of the Caloosahatchee and 
will protect the public economy and provide water for our community’s quality of life and future growth, without 
back pumping.   
 
The solutions are achieved by revising the operation of the system and the AP decision matrix/flow- chart that is 
used  to make policy decisions as to  when, where and how much water is delivered to competing users during the 
dry season and droughts.   
 
Specifically, we support changing the AP flowchart /decision matrix and implementation of a non- back pumping 
operating alternative.  Changing the decision matrix flowchart will  eliminate the boxes that single out and cut off 
flows unilaterally to the Caloosahatchee even when there is little risk of water shortage predicted.  Implementing  
the non back pumping alternative EWS3-4 over the SFWMD proposed back pumping  alternative EWSA6, will 
allow for more parity in the delivery of drought and dry season water flows. 
 
SCCF requests that the Lee County Commission go on record supporting the more conservative, non- back 
pumping alternative and not support the back pumping option  because of  unnecessary impacts to both water 
quality and the public’s economic investment in restoration.   
 
The Districts own modeling shows that the back pumping alternative will negatively impact water quality in Lake 
Okeechobee, the Caloosahatchee and St Lucie rivers and estuaries. The SFWMD modeling shows that  back 
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pumping  will add 359 metric tons of nitrogen into Lake O, a nitrogen limited water body and 10 metric tons of 
phosphorus, 10% of the lakes TMDL target. This massive  addition of nutrients will cause harmful algal blooms 
and will remain in the lake to feed future algal blooms. When the  algae dies it becomes muck on the bottom of the 
lake decreasing oxygen and sand bottom habitat in the Lake and recycling nutrients within the lake.   
 
Not only will this impact the Lake, the additional nutrient load will also be exported to the Caloosahatchee and St 
Lucie estuaries during high flow conditions, causing algal blooms and undermining our local communities’ 
investment in meeting our state mandated nitrogen removal targets.   
 
Back pumping will also undermine the significant economic investment the public has made and has committed to 
through state mandated TMDLs and  in restoration of the greater Everglades ecosystem. 
 
Lee County has been working to clean nitrogen from Ten Mile Canal at a cost of $638/lb/year exclusive of land 
and O & M costs. These figures are much lower than state estimates, so conservatively at that rate the cost to clean 
up the additional nitrogen from back pumping (791,451 lbs.) would be $505 million dollars.  And this would be in 
addition to the 9 million pounds of nitrogen we are committed to clean up to meet the Caloosahatchee Tidal 
TMDL.   
 
At the same time that the State has offered a Federal Judge an $880 million plan to clean up water quality in the 
Everglades to comply with a federal court order, they are proposing to continue to pollute the system with the one 
source of nutrients that we can control.   Back pumping is not an option the public can afford.  It transfers the 
obligation for clean up from the polluter to the public, increases the cost of cleanup and transfers the financial 
obligation and expense of clean up to the public taxpayer.   
 
We believe it is important that Lee County be on the record opposing back pumping and supporting the non back 
pumping alternative (EWS3-4).  This non back pumping  alternative, together with changes to the AP decision 
matrix/flowchart are a conservative next step toward a sustainable solution that will not undermine water quality 
or the public investment in achieving restoration. 
 
Please feel free to contact me with questions by phone: 731.7559 or email:  rawessel@sccf.org.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Rae Ann Wessel 
Natural Resource Policy Director 
Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation 

 

CC:   Commissioner Bigelow 

Commissioner Judah 

Commissioner Hall 

Commissioner Mann 

Karen Hawes  

Holly Schwartz 

Pete Winton 

Roland Ottolini 

Kurt Harclerode 
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