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BRIDGING A PROTEST: Activists keep water quality 

message clear 
By Bob Petcher  

 

http://www.fortmyersbeachtalk.com/page/content.detail/id/528163/ 

 

Last Thursday marked the half-way point -at least- for activist John Heim and his goal to 

conduct a daily awareness demonstration by flashing signs on top of Matanzas Pass Bridge 

between 9 and 10 a.m. on behalf of clean water quality and the impact from Lake 

Okeechobee's harmful and unnatural releases of toxic and contaminated water. 

 

Heim, who began his quest on Sept. 10 and made a plea to involve a different person each 

day for a minimum of a month, says participation has been great and the overall message is 

getting out. He is mostly reaching out to people on his FaceBook page, but people could email 

him at lowtidefilms@gmail.com if interested. 

 

Members of the Southwest Florida Clean Water Movement have been listening. 

 

 
 

Clean water activists join organizer John Heim on top of Matanzas Bridge to tote signs each 

morning to spread the word that the impact of water quality on Fort Myers Beach needs 

constant attention. Heim is joined by a different individual each day —here with Spaceghost 

and Jade—on his pursuit of at least 30 days straight. 

 

"It's caught on to where it is hitting affected areas. People have chimed in on Veterans 

Parkway Bridge and on the Indian River Lagoon in St. Lucie as well," he said. "They are doing 

it at their own free will." 

http://www.fortmyersbeachtalk.com/page/content.detail/id/528163/
mailto:lowtidefilms@gmail.com


 

Heim spoke to Mayor Anita Cereceda about the need for Town officials to supply educational 

brochures about water quality to Beach hotels, resorts and other accommodations. He 

believes education is the most important element. 

 

"We had a good conversation, and she took notes. It's all about creating literature," he said. 

"She told me she would meet me halfway at this point, and the Town would update their 

website to where it has a link to the Lake Okeechobee discharges and some form of 

educational platform. As long as we have something out there that is truth-based." 

 

Heim also informed the rest of the Beach Council about his daily bridge protests during public 

comment at a meeting last week. 

 

"We are actually looking for hard literature that would go anywhere that is affected by this 

billion dollar industry," he said. "We want to inform about what is the Lake O discharges, the 

side effects of what we are seeing -like why does the water look this way- and provide 

solutions how one can help." 

 

Heim, who has worked daily operations on the beachfront for many of his 20-plus years on 

Estero Island, says he and friends hear a similar question constantly on "the ground level." 

"We usually hear, 'why does the water look like this,' and it's really not our job to tell them," 

he said. "But, we are the ones dealing with it as workers." 

 

On the bridge, Heim and participants often hear derogatory comments, but they are 

outweighed by the many honks and positive hollers from people in vehicles driving by. His 

aim is to keep the demonstration clean and to start at the local level. Maybe, if enough 

communities join in, state officials will listen. 

 

After all, it was legislators who did not listen to nearly 75 percent state voters last November. 

The intent of Amendment 1 was to purchase large chunks of land for water quality projects 

to boost spending on land and water conservation in Florida. 

 

Instead, a large amount of Amendment 1 funding went to programs and operating expenses 

payroll not directly relating to water quality in Florida, while funds for the purchase of an 

estimated 46,800 acres southwest of Lake Okeechobee to mitigate pollution-fraught 

discharges to benefit Everglades restoration, for instance, were laid aside. 

 

"We got shanked on Amendment 1, so we have to start over locally," he said. "We know what 

the answer is in Tallahassee, so we need to change the approach." 

 

It was only two years ago when water quality was at the forefront of discussions and media 

attention. Amendment 1 was intended to directly benefit Florida waterways by limiting 

overflows that in 2013 flushed algae and storm runoff into the Gulf. 

 

While there continues to be no discharges from Lake Okeechobee, the most recent 

Caloosahatchee & Estuary Condition Report stated that the highest flows of the year -4,985 

cubic feet per second, almost twice the harm threshold- were delivered during the past week 

entirely from inland watershed run-off to the estuary at S79. 

 

Heim notes that the Caloosahatchee River was deemed one of the 10 most critically damaged 

rivers in the United States just a few years ago. 

 



"Unfortunately, people have an out-of-sight, out-of mind mentality," he said. "We want to 

keep on bleeding into people a daily mindset that we need to continuously think about. We 

are still having runoff from rains. The point is this. It's not about when it is toxic, it's about 

constant awareness. It's not just going to go away; it will happen again." 

 

Lately, Heim says there has been much word on the beach about how bad the water looks, 

especially within the past two weeks. 

 

"It's an accelerated conversation," he said. 

 

The act of having someone new each day on the bridge during the daily demonstrations 

spreads the message wider. 

 

"We are creating community," he said. "We had an older woman who came all the way down 

from Orlando join us one day to support the cause." 

 

Heim encourages anyone to meet him on the bridge during the hour of 9 to 10 a.m. 

 

"We hope to have more people come out," he said. "It's been set up as a month-long 

demonstration, but we plan on going as long as it takes to see an actual product." 

 


