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Position paper as regards the Ceitus Boat Lift/Berm and wetland

areas west of Northern Cape Coral  

Background: In early 2008, eleven Southwest Florida environmental organizations and individuals plus 
the Lee County Government brought a legal action to prevent the removal of the Ceitus Boart lift/Berm. 
Their legal action was prompted by the fear that removal of the berm would destroy the Cape Coral 
northern spreader system, which had been built in the 1970’s to control and treat the fresh water 
residential canal waters of North Cape Coral (and adjoining 120 square-mile watershed) before 
overflowing through the wetlands into Matlacha Pass.  The legal settlement resolving that action 
allowed the temporary removal of the berm but specified that a committee called the Environmental 
Management Agreement (made up of the 12 petitioners plus some eight other interested parties) would 
study the issue and attempt to develop a consensus as the most appropriate actions necessary to 
protect Matlacha Pass and adjoining areas. The agreement also specified that if no consensus could be 
achieved, the berm would be restored, with permitting to begin in March 2009.Votes as regards that 
action are planned at an EMA meeting on 31 March 2009. This position paper represents the views of 
the author (and only the author)—who at that meeting will be casting four (of the total 20 votes) on 
behalf of (1)myself, (2) the Responsible Growth Management Coalition, (3) the Calusa Land Trust, and 
(4) the Greater Pine Island Civic Association. 

Analysis: EMA meetings over the last nine months have included extensive research, thoughtful 
discussions, and serious reflection by some of the foremost environmentalists in Southwest Florida. 
They have, in my opinion, reached at least general consensus on some fundamental facts. The Cape 
Northern Spreader System, unlike the Cape Southern Spreader System, was built too far into the 
wetlands to be environmentally or economically sustainable. It has malfunctioned for at least some 16 
years, and some claim for its entire 33 year existence. Proper repair and meaningful long term 
maintenance of the Northern Spreader is in my opinion (and I think in the opinion of most informed 
observers) simply unrealistic. Accordingly, a new and different plan is in order. The EMA has received 
considerable testimony as to the possibility of creating vast wetland areas north of Cape Coral that could 
contain, control, and treat storm water runoff. These proposals, however wonderful, are cost prohibitive 
and would do nothing to mitigate nutrients and contaminants originating in Cape Coral. Nor would they 
do anything to widely and properly distribute the flows of fresh water from the 120 square-mile 
watershed throughout Matlacha Pass. The goal of the EMA is very well stated in the Second Amended 
Consent Order executed by the Department of Environmental Protection on May 15 2008, which is 



“restoration of pre-development historic freshwater flows to the estuary with regard to volume, timing, 
and quality from the spreader waterway drainage basin.” 

Conclusion: In my opinion, testimony before the EMA has well established that the only way historic 
flows can be reestablished is by restoration of the wetlands west of North Cape Coral. Historic data 
including photographs show that those wetlands once consisted of numerous saltwater creeks and flow-
ways similar to those of other Southwest Florida mangroves and coastal wetlands. They served as 
moderators of fresh water flows, filters of nutrients and contaminates, nurseries for fish and a home for 
wildlife, as a well as a source of food and means of travel for humans. If these wetlands were properly 
restored, freshwater flows would be much improved as to volume, timing, and quality. This would result 
in an improvement in the environmental health of the entire estuary, as well as a vast improvement in 
the boating, fishing, and other recreational potential of the North Cape area.

Recommendations:  

(1) Abandon all efforts to rebuild the North Spreader System and instead direct all efforts to 
restoration of the entire spreader (and adjoining canal and wetland) area as a saltwater tidal 
system functioning as an integral part of the Charlotte Harbor Estuary. 

(2) Immediately task the local State Parks Office with identification of the preferred areas for 
saltwater creeks and flow-ways through all of the wetlands west of North Cape Coral, to include 
sheet-flow mangroves and salt flats, mangrove tunnels, and small-boat navigable creeks. 
Dedicate much the remaining EMA meetings to discussions as to how those creeks and flow-
ways could be achieved, and what resources are available for that task.  

(3) Immediately begin the permitting process for restoration of a berm at a suitable location a few 
hundred feet north of the former Ceitus Boart Lift/Berm. The berm, at the option of the Cape 
Coral Government and FDEP may include either a boat lift or lock. The goal should be to get the 
berm installed before the 2009 rainy season. Installation of the berm is essential to 
reestablishing flows and waterways through the wetlands, which will not occur so long as the 
existing 1,000 square-foot (200 feet wide by 5 feet deep) former berm opening allows the bulk 
of the water to bypass the wetlands and flow directly into a small area near downtown 
Matlacha.

(4) Develop a list of other net environmental benefits, to include at least policies and actions that 
would support restoration and protection of the tidal system in North Cape Coral. This would 
include at least a fertilizer control ordnance, policies supporting the establishment and 
protection of mangroves, riprap as opposed to bulkheads, promotion of shellfish in tidal canals, 
and improvement of wastewater systems.


