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Caloosa Belle The Caloosahatchee River has always been a natural focus for people in 
this area and has an important role to play in the future. 
 
From time immemorial it was an integral part of the natural water system that formed the 
Everglades. The meandering river was a natural filter for sheetflow coming from the 
north. Water flowed from the Upper Kissimmee area to Lake Okeechobee south to create 
the River of Grass. That natural fl ow was interrupted when the Caloosahatchee River 
was channelized and straightened, allowing water to flow directly from the lake to 
estuaries at the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean. 
 
In recent years, we have seen the devastation high water flows, containing large amounts 
of pollutants, have had on those estuaries and on the quality of river water itself. 
 
Finding the solution to this problem has placed environmentalists, civic leaders and 
coastal and interior residents at odds. 
 
With the recent announcement of United States Sugar Corporation’s intention to sell its 
holdings out to South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD), environmentalists 
see great opportunities to restore the natural flow of water to the Everglades. 
 
Forest Michael of Transystems, recently presented his vision of one possible future with 
his Caloosahatchee Riverway project to the Riverwatch group. He feels his plan would 
enhance navigation, wildlife habitat and agriculture as well as benefit the area’s people 
and the river itself. He made his presentation at the July 9 Riverwatch meeting. His plan 
includes “building” five lakes along the river - recreating Lakes Hickpochee, Bonnet, 
Flirt and Lettuce, and creating a two-part lake called “Lake LaBelle.” 
 
These lakes would actually be reservoirs, but would use no concrete lining. He said they 
would be less expensive than conventional reservoirs like the C-43 Reservoir planned for 
the old Berry property west of LaBelle and would have the added benefit of providing a 
better quality of life for all varieties of residents. 
 
He visualizes Lake LaBelle as offering opportunities for camping, restaurant/lodges, 
retail business and concessions. There would be high sections and low sections that 
would not accommodate water all year. The depth would fluctuate naturally although he 
estimates it would average about 6 feet in depth. 



 
There would be some natural seepage. The lower lake (closer to river) would hold water 
most of the year while the upper lake would be dry or marshy part of the year. 
 
With the stoppage of work on SFWMD reservoir projects and the sugar deal, Mr. 
Michael feels this is a good time to rethink retooling this entire area as it fits into the big 
picture and in tune with how residents see their future. 
 
The C-43 Reservoir is a single use structure like the Herbert Hoover Dike surrounding 
Lake Okeechobee, Mr. Michael pointed out, and includes a five-story pump facility and 
would be surrounded by ditches. Mr. Michael told the group his plan involves ecosystem 
restoration and storm water management without neglecting other needs like agriculture, 
parks and eco-tourism. It incorporates both ecology and the economy. 
 
The plan extends south of the lake where he would put in a series of waterways and small 
lakes surrounding the current cities of Clewiston and Belle Glade. His idea is to convert 
some of the agricultural jobs to tourism-related work, but agriculture would also continue 
in the area. 
 
Keith Richter, candidate for House District 72 (which encompasses DeSoto County and 
parts of Charlotte and Lee) was on hand at the meeting, testifying to the interest in what 
happens to the Caloosahatchee, Lake Okeechobee and the sugar deal by west coast 
dwellers. 
 
Mr. Michael told the group that the community needs to talk about options and break the 
current mold of thinking, letting SFWMD and the Department of Environmental 
Protection know what locals want. 
 
Riverwatch’s John Capece agreed that we need to invest in our natural systems and need 
to parallel them with creative agricultural systems. He is in favor of paying farmers to 
store water on their land. 
 
He added that we need to keep events in the larger world in mind because they also have 
a local effect. 
 
Agriculture fills the basic need of feeding people and cannot be ignored or shoved off to 
other areas that might cause worse problems. 
 



 



 


