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Grant to help shore up Cape Sable 
By Brian Bowden 

 

http://keysnews.com/node/70024 

 

SOUTH FLORIDA — A $2 million grant to be used to restore and protect Cape Sable’s coastal 

wetlands through the construction of four dams was awarded to the non-profit Everglades 

Foundation last month by the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation. 

 

“This is the most important place inside Everglades National Park,” Tavernier-based National 

Audubon Society research manager Peter Frezza told the Free Press last week.  

 

The problem deals directly with old canals dug into the cape that allow saltwater from Florida 

Bay to wash into freshwater areas of the park during high tides and storms, where it kills 

vegetation and alters the ecosystem.  

 

“We’re losing places like this quickly. It’s continuing at a rapid pace,” Frezza said. “The current 

conditions are breaking down critical habitat.”  

 

These trenches were originally carved out about a century ago by Henry Flagler’s land 

company in the hopes of draining the marshy wetland and attracting settlers farther south. 

That plan never panned out and it left behind a muddy, salty mess in the cape’s previously 

freshwater Lake Ingraham, which park officials now describe as brackish.  

 

Additionally, the canals allow extreme amounts of nutrient-laden runoff to flow from the 

interior back into the bay.  

 

That has the potential to affect the population of the bay’s gamefish, according to Frezza, 

which many Upper Keys backcountry anglers rely on as a consistent source of income.  

“It currently has a real negative impact on the fish there,” he said.  

 

The cape, located on the southwestern portion of ENP and bordering the bay, is home to a 

slew of roseate spoonbills and wood storks that use the area for foraging grounds. Other 

wading birds and shorebirds frequent the area as well. Endangered species such as the 

American crocodile and smalltooth sawfish live and breed in the same waters.  

 

The low-lying area is also susceptible to sea level rise, Frezza said.   

 

“But these dams would offer resiliency to all of that,” he said.  

 

The grant, specifically, will be put toward the construction cost of four dams.  

 

While the $2 million is a huge step in the right direction, according to Tom Van Lent, director 

of science and policy for the Everglades Foundation, it must raise another $6 million in funds.  

 

“We’re looking to the National Park Service for the lion’s share of this,” Van Lent said. 

“Because it’s directly affecting their land.”  

 

Other possible funding sources are B.P. oil spill money and private donations.  
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In the meantime, according to Van Lent and Frezza, the NPS is working on the final stages of 

an environmental assessment for the dams, which is a requirement before securing more 

funds. The assessment will outline the problems occurring in Cape Sable, what and how much 

wildlife is affected by it, and how to reverse it.   

 

According to Frezza, it should be wrapped up by the end of the year.  

 

The four proposed dams are part of a second phase of efforts to protect the cape. The initial 

phase was a $10 million damming project that helped slow down some of the flow of saltwater 

into Cape Sable and surrounding areas.  

 

“It’s like a house fire,” Van Lent said of the saltwater intrusion. “And we need to put it out.”  

 


