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Lake Okeechobee releases prompt concerns for Caloosahatchee 
  

With lake levels dangerously high, small amounts of fresh water will be discharged. 

 

http://www.news-press.com/article/20120919/GREEN/309190017/Lake-Okeechobee-releases-prompt-

concerns-Caloosahatchee?odyssey=tab%7Ctopnews%7Ctext%7CHome 

 

Special project: River at Risk 

 

Southwest Floridians are hoping the freshwater releases from Lake Okeechobee that begin today will not hurt 

the Caloosahatchee River and its estuary. 

 

In the past, lake releases have caused massive algal blooms and killed oysters and seagrass. 

 

To protect the aging Herbert Hoover Dike, the Army Corps of Engineers wants to keep lake levels between 12.5 

and 15.5 feet. 

 

On Tuesday, the lake was at 15.11 feet, with water continuing to flow in from the Kissimmee region and with 

more rain forecast for South Florida. 

 

At 7 a.m. today, the Corps was to release water at 1,500 cubic feet per second measured at Moore Haven Lock, 

but not to exceed 4,500 cfs at the W.P. Franklin Lock and dam east of Fort Myers. 

 

After major rainfall events in the past, the corps has released as much as 6,500 cfs measured at the Franklin 

Lock. The smaller releases that begin today should preclude larger releases later if South Florida gets a major 

rainfall event, said Lt. Col. Thomas Greco, Jacksonville District Deputy Commander for South Florida. 

 

“It’s been since 2010 since we’ve had a release of this nature,” said John Campbell, public affairs specialist for 

the Army Corps of Engineers. 

 

Since that time the corps has made smaller “low-flow” freshwater releases to reduce the salinity of the estuary, 

but nothing to the extent of today’s release, Campbell said. 

 

How long the latest releases will last depends on rainfall and flows into the lake, Greco said. 

 

Water levels in the lake started rising with heavy rains from Tropical Storm Isaac, which passed Southwest 

Florida in late August. 

 

“The lake was tracking at 12 feet until Isaac,” said Gabe Margasak, spokesman for the South Florida Water 

Management District. “On July 31, the lake was 12.12 feet. Today it’s 15.11. That’s 3 feet in a month and a half.” 

 

Before Isaac, the flood plain in the Kissimmee region north of Okeechobee was dry; after Isaac, it was soaked. 

 



“The flood plain after Isaac spread out wide, as it’s supposed to do,” Margasak said. “All that water is flowing 

into the lake. There’s a lot of water in the system, and it’s still coming.” 

 

Salinity in the Caloosahatchee is a balancing act: If salinity is too high in the upper river, tape grass can die; if 

salinity is too low in the lower river, oysters, shoal grass and turtle grass can die. 

 

“Right now, we’re just about as fresh as we would want the river to be,” said Rick Bartleson, a resource scientist 

at the Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation Marine Laboratory. “We were recovering from Isaac when the 

salinities went way down. More fresh water now would get us down toward the harm range for lower river grass 

species.” 

 

Oysters prefer salinities of 14 to 28 parts per thousand; salinities below 5 ppt can be fatal. 

 

Salinity in the lower Caloosahatchee fluctuate greatly with the tide and have been bouncing from 10 to 29 ppt 

recently. 

 

“Right now, the salinity is a little high for oysters,” said Aswani Volety, director of FGCU's Vester Marine and 

Environmental Sciences Research Field Station. “If we get 1,500 cfs, that would be pretty good. If it’s 4,500, the 

salinity would drop drastically, and it wouldn’t be optimal for oysters. It depends on how long the releases last.” 

 

Nutrients in the river and estuary are elevated now, and there are blooms of phytoplankton, which has given the 

water down stream a milky appearance. 

 

Water in the Caloosahatchee is dark, so light is limited, and additional nutrients from Okeechobee wouldn’t 

cause further plankton or algal blooms, Bartleson said. 

 

But increased nutrients could flow out to clear water in the Gulf of Mexico and trigger harmful algal blooms. 

 

Another issue is hypoxia, or low oxygen levels in the river. 

 

Salt water is heavier than fresh water, and when fresh water is released into the river, it forms a layer over the 

salt water. 

 

When that happens, there’s little circulation, so the lower saltwater layer doesn’t get enough oxygen, and 

bottom-dwelling organisms can die. 

 

SCCF’s water quality sensor at Shell Point has picked up hypoxic readings for a few days over the past two 

weeks, Bartleson said. 

 

Whether freshwater releases from Lake Okeechobee will hurt the Caloosahatchee River and estuary remains to 

be seen. 

 

For now, Dan Delisi, Southwest Florida’s representative on the water district’s governing board, thinks the Army 

Corps of Engineers made the right call. 

 

“I don’t envy the position they’re in,” DeLisi said. “The big fear I have is that, if we wait too long to lower lake 

levels a little bit, and the lake continues rising at this rate, and if we get another big storm, they’ll have to make 

giant releases that would wipe out the estuary. That’s what they’re trying to avoid.” 


