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Caloosa Belle Just two days after three US Congressmen touched base with LaBelle 
residents on critical infrastructure needs, yet another visitor from Washington came to 
learn his constituents’ thoughts and needs. 
 
On Friday, May 30, US Senator Bill Nelson held another of his Town Hall meetings. This 
one was at Flora & Ella’s and brought out the agricultural community. 
 
Florida Gulf Coast Citrus Association Executive Director Ron Hamel played host for the 
event and characterized Sen. Bill Nelson as a friend to Florida agriculture who helped 
author the original ag jobs bill. 
 
The Senator explained that the recently passed a bipartisan Farm Bill passed by both 
Houses benefits Florida by adding specialty crops - fruits, vegetables and citrus as well as 
and research money for cellulosic ethanol. The Senator said he understands that people 
are hurting because of the energy price crunch and relayed the story of shrimpers in 
Fernandina Beach who came with their catch and could not go back out because they 
couldn’t afford the fuel. 
 
He assured his audience that the University of Florida is involved in researching the 
production of ethanol from non-food sources. He said any type of natural fiber can be 
used - grass cuttings, bagasse, wood shavings and the like. Every community has access 
to cellulose and distribution would be simple. Previously, ethanol could be mixed with 
gas in a 10-90 ratio. New methods are increasing that ration to 85 percent ethanol, 15 



percent gas. The Senator believes continued improvements will contribute to a drop in 
demand for oil and its price. 
 
He warned that its “time to get serious” with 60 percent of the United States’ daily fuel 
consumption coming from the Persian Gulf, Nigeria and Venezuela – all world trouble 
spots. Nigeria is an “accident waiting to happen,” he said. With its unprotected oil 
industry already being plagued by bandits. The US gets 12 percent daily oil supply from 
Nigeria. 
 
Our dependence on foreign oil threatens our economic security, he noted. With China and 
India industrializing, the demand for oil is multiplying. 
 
During recent questioning of the oil industry, the Senator said an Exxon Mobil executive 
revealed that the average cost of a barrel of crude oil during typical times is $55 per 
barrel. At this time, oil is $135 per barrel. He noted that this oil companies are pocketing 
record profits. During a recent 90-day period, Exxon profited $12 billion in part due to 
speculation - buying and selling oil futures contracts. 
 
Concerns were raised about China and India planning to drill for oil off the Cuban coast. 
A major spill off the Cuban coast would result in serious detriment to Florida. 
 
The Gulf Stream would carry the slick to the Keys, up the coast to Fort Pierce and across 
the Atlantic. However, having no diplomatic ties to Cuba adds to the difficulty of the 
American government is solving this problem. The Senator injected a hopeful note, 
saying there may not be oil that far off the Cuban coast. However, it will be a “hot 
potato” for next President. 
 
Sen. Nelson said he’s been a “Johnny One Note” for years on this issue and now the day 
of reckoning is beginning. He said the next President must take the lead on the hard 
choices for oil independence. 
 
Environmental issues  
 
Discussion on environmental issues including funding for water quality, agricultural Best 
Management Practices, citrus canker and greening research was lively.  
 
Riverwatch’s John Capece recalled a Town Hall Meeting several years ago when Sen. 
Nelson took a bottle of green water from the Caloosahatchee River to Washington to 
demonstrate the waterway’s dire condition. Congress eventually passed the Water 
Resources Development Act of 2007 (WRDA), overriding a Presidential veto. 
 
It was the first WRDA act to be passed in seven years and authorizes some $24 million in 
projects. Florida will get $1.8 million in projects including restorations in the Picayune 
Strand and Indian River. 
 



Sen. Nelson told his audience that Florida and California have the most water 
development programs in WRDA. However, funding must be authorized every year. 
 
Expanding on the issue, Sen. Nelson said he has been to the Picayune Strand and said the 
success of the 1950s – draining to build roads and bridges for homes – was detrimental to 
the Picayune Strand and nearby Fakkahatchee Strand, which is prime panther habitat. 
 
Lowering the water table changed the habitat, but now plugging canals has raised the 
water level and old vegetation is regenerating; panthers are coming back. 
 
Hugh English cited agriculture’s dependence on Lake Okeechobee - Florida’s liquid 
heart. He said the lake level was at 24 feet. Now it’s around 10 feet. Suffi cient water 
supply critical for agriculture as well as the rest of the population. 
 
Sen. Nelson agreed. He said CERP, the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Program, 
has calculated the needs of six million people in South Florida and ag. He said he 
understands the need to hold back water. 
 
Just days before Senator Nelson’s visit to LaBelle, US Congressmen Tim Mahoney and 
James Oberstar met with locals. A major topic of concern was the failing Hoover Dike 
around Lake Okeechobee. 
 
Sen. Nelson agreed Congress needs to set aside money for its renovation, He said the 
Corps is diffi cult to get started, but acknowledged that we cannot afford the strongest 
structure there, but it can be made safe. The Senator told the group to let him know if the 
Corps is not doing what they think it should - “I can get their attention.” 
 
Mr. Hamel cited the need to accelerate the dike repairs and also to return the lake to 
appropriate levels. The Senator said last year’s dire hurricane prediction caused the Corps 
to release water from the lake. The hurricanes did not materialize and the seasonal rains 
did not measure up, leaving the lake level drastically low.  
 
Immigration  
 
On the hot topic of immigration reform, Sen. Nelson noted that comprehensive reform is 
imperative, but people on both sides of the issue are still passionate about this topic. It 
will take Presidential leadership to accomplish it, he predicted. 
 
The hosts for the Town Hall Meeting were Gulf Coast Citrus Association, Farm Credit of 
Southwest Florida and Hendry-Glades Farm Bureau. 
 


