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Everglades documentary to debut on WXEL 
By Jan Engoren 

 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/local/palm-beach/boynton-beach/fl-bbf-everglades-0225-

20150225-story.html 

 

Just in time for Earth Day, April 22, a new locally produced, written and directed 

documentary, "The Unseen Everglades: Inside a Legendary Wilderness," makes its debut 

Thursday on WXEL-Ch. 42. 

 

Hosted by Charles J. Kropke, owner of the tour company Dragonfly Expedition and author 

of "South Beach: Stories of A Renaissance," the hour-long film is written and produced 

by independent filmmaker Leesa Gordon, owner of Just Peachy Productions in West Palm 

Beach. 

 

The film takes a look at the history of the Everglades, the current state of the Everglades 

and seeks to find solutions to preserving and restoring the unique eco-system that is the 

largest sub-tropical wilderness in the world. 

 

The film looks to answer: What is the Everglades? Who lives there? What are its hopes 

and problems? 

 

"We talked to scientists and environmentalists and cattle ranchers who work on the 

Kissimmee flood plain," Kropke said. "And we talked to the Miccosukee Indians as well as 

experts, scientists and real people who work in the Glades." 

 

He said he believes the ecology of the Everglades is improving. 

 

"We've seen the quality of water from the Kissimmee River get better," Kropke said. "As 

it comes into Lake Okeechobee, we've see the wildlife starting to come back to life." 

 

He said the northern Everglades north of Lake Okeechobee has shown significant 

improvement. 

 

Kropke said that years ago when the Army Corps of Engineers worked on the canals and 

diverted the water to the Loxahatchee River and the Caloosahatchee River on the west 

coast of Florida, they were more concerned with having dry land for development and 

cattle grazing. 

 

"They were not thinking of the impact on the environment," he said. "Now we are much 

more cognizant of the effect that stopping the water has had. It's had a terrible effect on 

our environment." 

 

One of the goals of the Everglades restoration projects is to get more water cleansed and 

diverted south to the Everglades instead of east and west, as it stands now. 

 



"I hope that people understand how important the Everglades are to South Florida," 

Kropke said. "Restoration is critical. To cleanse and restore the water, that's what 

recharges the Biscayne Aquifer, from where we get our drinking water." 

 

On the months-long shoot, Gordon rose many mornings at 3 a.m. to catch footage of the 

sunrise over the marshes. 

 

"It's a real privilege to work on the making of this film, and I hope that it's a call to 

action for the Everglades," she said. 

 

Mark Pafford, CEO of the Arthur R. Marshall Foundation for the Everglades and a state 

representative, is a major advocate in Tallahassee for the restoration and preservation of 

the Everglades. 

 

"To conserve and protect the Everglades as a water resource is important for 8 million 

people," Pafford said. "It's a complex situation, and time is of the essence to protect this 

natural eco-system and habitat." 

 

"The Everglades are thirsty and needs their historic water to survive as an intact 

ecosystem," he said. 

 

He also said he believes the idea of diverting the water south into the Everglades is 

becoming more accepted by the public because of supply and demand. 

 

"At the Arthur R. Marshall Foundation, we educate the public on the importance of the 

Everglades to our well-being here in South Florida," he said. "In my role in Tallahassee, I 

support restoration efforts and help in the policy arena. I choose to stay optimistic over 

the status of the Everglades, although not everyone agrees." 

 

Kropke is also optimistic about the future of the Everglades, the natural habitat for 

alligators, manatees, deer, crocodiles, wading birds, black bears and the endangered 

Florida panther. 

 

"I'm hopeful that we will win the restoration of the Everglades," he said. "I believe we are 

five years away from seeing some incredible results such as improvements in the quality 

of water, more connectivity and an explosion of wildlife, especially birds." 

 

He points to "vast changes" and the re-wilding of the Picayune Strand State Forest in 

Southwest Florida near Naples, which has shown an increase of panthers and bear traffic. 

 

The state bought every property owner out over several years and is pulling out roads 

and backfilling canals. People are unaware of the progress, he said, because of the 

remoteness of the area. 

 

Efforts include the re-channelization of the Kissimmee River, back-filling of ditches on 

Central Florida ranchlands, clean water storage, agricultural runoff management, lifting 

parts of the Tamiami Trail and plugging the canal at Cape Sable, the southernmost point 

of the U.S. mainland. 

 



Kropke also has hopes of restoring a long-lost and little-known pond apple forest 

complete with gourds and vines that used to rim Lake Okeechobee. 

 

It was lost in 1910 when the forest was bulldozed. 

 

"This is a missing piece of our Everglades," Kropke said. 

 

"Eternal vigilance," is how both Kropke and Pafford describe what's most needed for the 

health and well-being of the Everglades as a living, breathing eco-system. 

 

"The Unseen Everglades: Inside a Legendary Wilderness" makes its debut at 8 p.m. 

Thursday, 5 p.m. Friday and noon Saturday. Visit wxel.org. 


