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Experts: Don't give up on on improving our water,
solutions in sight

Laura Ruane, LRUANE@NEWS-PRESS.COM Published 3:58 p.m. ET May 11, 2018 | Updated 5:19 p.m. ET May 11, 2018

Healthy watersheds aren’t a pipe dream.

Progress is happening. And it ramps-up when
Southwest Floridians work together and work with
Tallahassee and Washington to get things done.

Those messages floated throughout The News-
Press Media Group’s "Save Our Water" summit

Friday at the Hyatt Regency Coconut Point in Bonita Springs.

"It’s the most optimistic I’ve been in a long time,” said Eric Eikenberg, CEO of The
Everglades Foundation.

“We’re making progress. … We came out of a crisis and didn’t just say ‘aw, shucks.’”

The News-Press held the first summit in September 2016 after record water releases
from Lake Okeechobee down the Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie rivers that led to algal
blooms and other problems.

Roughly 400 people attended Friday’s event, which aimed to further educate folks on
water quality and conservation, with the help of authoritative speakers from around the
region and the state.

The speakers list included representatives from the South Florida Water Management
District, Florida Gulf Coast University, Lee County, the Everglades Foundation, the
Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation and the Southwest Florida Regional
Planning Council.

They shared hard truths, uncertainties and admonitions to never give up on the
environment.

For inspiration, the audience watched The News-Press photojournalist Andrew West’s
video of a more than 100-mile canoe journey he took in early February with reporter

A paddle through the Northern Everglades with News-Press reporters Chad Gillis and Andrew
WestAndrew West, News-Press
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Eric Eikenberg, left, CEO of the
Everglades Foundation speaks
during a Q&A with News-Press
editor Steve McQuilkin at the
Save Our Water Summit on
Friday, May 12, 2018. (Photo:
Andrew West/The News-Press)

Chad Gillis.

More: Wildlife is plentiful and thrives in northern Everglades

More: Farming, ranching a way of life in northern Everglades

They paddled the water that flows down the state from the head of the Kissimmee
River to Lake Okeechobee, and spoke with residents along the way.

To conclude the summit, their colleague Amy Bennett read her essay on her love for
the Caloosahatchee River, despite its many problems.

Phil Flood, regional representative for the South Florida Water Management District,
shared some good news.

This includes plugging canals, removing roadway and adding pump stations in the
Picayune Strand to improve the health of downstream estuaries in the Ten Thousand
Islands National Wildlife Refuge.

Hurricane Irma was the first major hurricane in
Southwest Florida where technology enabled real-time
observations of weather and water quality, said Eric
Milbrandt, director of the marine laboratory for the
Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation.

The River, Estuary and Coastal Observing Network or
RECON employs water-quality sensors throughout the
Caloosahatchee River and its estuaries.

That’s encouraging. However, one takeaway is that
Irma appears to have increased pockets of hypoxia –
oxygen-deficient water –  in the upper Caloosahatchee
estuary. The consequences of that are still unknown.

Another key headline at the event: “Nothing about the
Everglades is average.”

With that observation, Lt. Col. Jennifer Reynolds,
deputy district commander-South Florida for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, urged
her listeners to move beyond generalities and bone-up on some specifics of
Everglades restoration projects that are under way.
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Reynolds noted that the 24-mile stretch of restored Kissimmee River enhanced
wildlife by increasing the wading bird population five-fold and tripling the fish species.

Moreover, following Hurricane Irma, the bigger river flood plain “slowed down all of that
water flowing into Lake Okeechobee,” giving the Corps the flexibility to better manage
the water.

"The completed projects work," Reynolds said. "We just need to do more of them."

Mitigation matters, but prevention is equally important, said Marisa Carrozzo, senior
environmental policy specialist of the Conservancy of Southwest Florida.

“We need to stop pollutants at the source, update statewide stormwater management
standards and implement comprehensive, consistent water quality monitoring,”
Carrozzo said.

Phil Flood, regional representative for the South Florida Water Management District speaks at the
News-Press and Naples Daily News Save Our Water Summit at Hyatt Regency on Friday, May 12,
2018. (Photo: Andrew West/The News-Press)

Cindy McCurry-Ross, USA Today Network Regional Editor, addresses the audience with the opening
remarks for the Save Our Water Summit, May 11, 2018. Ricardo Rolon, RROLON@NEWS-
PRESS.COM
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Driving that urgency: “As Florida’s population continues to grow, more developments
are going to come in,” Carrozzo said. “And that’s getting us further and further behind.”

When speaking up on behalf of water policy change, “show people the return on the
investment,” advised Celeste De Palma, Audubon Florida director of Everglades policy.
“Show the water getting cleaner.”

“What really resonates with people are the health risks” of water pollution, said John
Cassani of Calusa Waterkeeper.

Businesses have important roles to play in keeping our water safe and available when
we need it, several speakers noted.

More: Save Our Water Summit launches with progress reports on environmental
restoration

More: Cape Life: Why are fecal levels so high in Bimini Basin?

The King Ranch “has invested millions of dollars into putting in high-tech, high-
efficiency irrigation systems,” said Mitch Hutchcraft, vice president of King Ranch and
Consolidated Citrus.

If every industry sector made the progress in supporting water quality that agriculture
has, “we’d be much further along toward our goal,” said Gene McAvoy, Hendry County
Estension director and University of Florida/IFAS vegetable crops specialist.

Farmers and ranchers not only feed us.  Portions of their land can be used for water
storage. And, they keep acreage out of more-intensive uses.

“If you don’t make it profitable for farmers and ranchers to stay in business, you’ll see
growth and development on a scale we haven’t seen before,” McAvoy said.

Robert Himschoot, president of Crews Environmental, said people can slash the
problem of water pollution from septic tanks by having them checked and pumped-out
every three to five years.

Himschoot said his industry also tries to interact with communities and government
organizations to promote healthy septic systems.

Many of the changes will be hard to make.
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But there are things we can do at our homes and businesses to conserve water and to
keep it clean, said Jim Beever, principal planner with the Southwest Florida Regional
Planning Council.

Think of the acronym AMMA, Beever advised.

The A stands for avoid pollution threats. Support and comply with laws limiting fertilizer
use, for example.

The first M: Minimize risks, by reducing water use indoors and outdoors.

The second M: Mitigate damage, as in supporting the restoration of watersheds,
wetlands and water recharge habitats.

The final A stands for Adapt. Consider converting your yard to native-plant landscaping
and re-using gray water, when feasible.

Don’t settle for “the standard lawn and two queen palms, with all that irrigation,” Beever
said, adding:

“You can still have a beautiful landscape (including) native grasses that will survive our
normal climate cycle.”

Staff writer Chad Gillis contributed to this report.
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