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April 20, 2012 
 
Melissa Meeker, Executive Director 
South Florida Water Management District 
3301 Gun Club Road 
West Palm Beach, FL  33406 
 
Re:  Lake Okeechobee Releases to the Caloosahatchee 
 
 
Dear Ms Meeker: 
 
First, we thank you for the excellent presentation by Terri Bates at last Thursday’s Governing Board 
meeting and for the presentation of options made to the Governing Board.   We appreciate your 
willingness to look at different solutions to the ongoing Caloosahatchee water issues. 
 
On that point, this letter is written as a follow-up to the Governing Board decision last Thursday to 
provide limited pulse releases to the Caloosahatchee and is submitted  on behalf of the undersigned 
west coast stakeholders and the citizen taxpayers of Lee, Hendry and Glades Counties.   As of today, 
the Caloosahatchee Estuary has been cut off from critical freshwater flows for 26 days.   
 
The impact of being cut off is a predictable and annually repeated scenario that has been endured 
each of the past five drought years.  Beginning in March, harmful algae begins to bloom and 
eventually kills fish, impacts drinking water, and otherwise devastates the Caloosahatchee until 
summer rains begin.   This condition is preventable and action needs to be taken now (as authorized 
by the Governing Board) to arrest the continuing damage that is already occurring as a result of no 
flow.   
 
The Governing Board decision in March to recommend cutting off the Caloosahatchee Estuary 
initiated a chain reaction of damaging salinities, proliferation of harmful algal blooms, drinking water 
plant shut-downs, and health advisories against swimming and fishing.  These same conditions have 
been experienced during each of the past five drought years when water flow to the Caloosahatchee 
Estuary was cut off.  Once again, the Lee, Hendry and Glades County Health Departments have 
issued warnings against swimming, boating, fishing or other recreational activities in or near the 
affected water. In April, the Governing Board recognized the need and directed staff to provide 
pulses of 2,000 cfs over 3 days to the Caloosahatchee Estuary to address the algae bloom.   However, 
since that decision on April 12th there has been no water released because the District staff continues 
to study conditions in the Caloosahatchee.  This delay will only make matters worse over time. 
 
During these dry spring conditions, the only way to break the cycle of harmful algal bloom 
development and expansion is by providing flow.   Unfortunately, the District staff have not 
communicated what conditions must be triggered or what level of harm must be experienced before 
the releases are recommended to begin.  On the Periodic Scientist call on Tuesday, April 17th, District 
staff appeared to express concerns about the impact of algae-laden freshwater releases to conditions 



 
Page 2 of 2 

 

 

downstream.  This is tantamount to paralysis by analysis.  While concern for impacts in the 
Caloosahatchee Estuary is laudable, delaying releases until the situation worsens will only result in 
even greater potential impacts downstream.  At a minimum, some flow would prevent a worsening 
of the situation.   
 
It bears repeating that while the forecast for drought conditions has been known since last fall and 
that discussions of expected low water levels in Lake Okeechobee this spring have been continually 
raised, the District has not initiated  any water restrictions for any users, but rather has selectively and 
exclusively cut off water to one public resource - the Caloosahatchee Estuary.   This has once again 
resulted in the current situation in which a treasured natural resource and the region’s primary 
economic driver, the Caloosahatchee Estuary, is completely cut off from the freshwater that is its 
lifeblood.  In addition to the harmful algal bloom and health advisories, the Caloosahatchee Estuary is 
in its 5th consecutive year of MFL violation and in “Serious Harm” for loss of hundreds of acres of 
tape grass (a Valued Ecosystem Component) that the District indicates is not recoverable.  An estuary 
will cease to function as an estuary if it does not have freshwater to mix with saltwater.  This situation 
must be rectified immediately.   
 
We strongly urge you to recommend to the Army Corps of Engineers to initiate the flushing releases 
to the Caloosahatchee Estuary (as authorized by the Governing Board) to reverse the public health 
threat of harmful algae blooms that have resulted from nearly one month of no flow.  The release of 
freshwater must be done immediately before conditions decline further and the potential for greater 
harm increases.  Thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Rae Ann Wessel      Greg Rawl, P.G, Chairman  
Natural Resource Policy Director    SW Florida Watershed Council 
Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation 
 
James Evans       Pete Quasius 
Environmental Biologist     Caloosahatchee River Citizens Assoc. 
City of Sanibel 
 
Kurt Harclerode      Jennifer Hecker 
Operations Manager       Director of Natural Resource Policy  
Lee County        Conservancy of SW Florida 
 
Paul Tritaik       Wayne Daltry 
Wildlife Refuge Manager     Audubon of Southwest Florida 
J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge Complex    
 
 
Cc:  Governor Rick Scott 
       DEP Secretary Herschel Vinyard 
       Representative Gary Aubuchon 
       South Florida Water Management District Governing Board 
       Lee County Board of County Commissioners 
       Sanibel City Council 


	Melissa Meeker, Executive Director
	South Florida Water Management District

