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WORK TOGETHER AND CLEAN UP WATERWAYS 
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Our waterways tell a story of environmental destruction. Algae, muck and pollutants are choking the life 

under them and providing an unsightly view and health hazards on top. 

 

The Clean Water Act was supposed to provide solutions and keep one of our most treasured resources 

in a pristine state. But politicians, government officials and lobbyists have managed to muck up federal 

and state progress as well. 

 

The damage to our waterways is alarming. From Lake Okeechobee to the Kissimmee Basin, to the 

Caloosahatchee River and other estuaries, pollutants from fertilizers, waste and manure are significant 

enough to seek tougher regulations and ask legislators for help during this election season.  

 

The growing problem  

 

As the pollutants grow, the arguments grow as well as to who is to blame, who has the best solutions 

and who will pay for it. 

 

Environmental groups such as the Conservancy of Southwest Florida say the state is not doing enough 

and not diagnosing the problem at the correct point. The group wants the state to follow the stricter 

federal law, calling for numeric nutrient pollutant standards. The conservancy is trying to stay in the 

fight and get its point across, but president and CEO Andrew McElwaine says it 'may be outgunned and 

outmanned,' referring to the large agriculture industries. 

 

Lee County officials say their five-year plan to keep waterways clean is working. 

 

The say they are trying to stay ahead of the pollutants that flow in from farmlands and other areas. They 

say they are also battling what are called 'legacy nutrients.' They are the pollutants that have been 

around for decades, mainly from dairy farms north of Lake Okeechobee. Even though many of the farms 

are gone, the pollutants that came from fertilizers used to keep the grass high for the cows to eat, and 

also from manure, found their way into the lake. Those pollutants will probably remain for centuries.  

 

The best analogy of the problem may be this: In 1959, a woman accidentally dropped her Rolex watch 

into the big lake, saw it on the sandy bottom and was able to retrieve it. Now, with the buildup of 2 feet 

of muck, visibility is down to only inches. Officials say no matter how extensive the restoration efforts, 

that muck may never disappear.  

 

They are right.  

 



Clean Water Act  

 

The problem may be the Clean Water Act itself. Enacted in 1972, it essentially provided a list of 

guidelines for states to follow to keep waterways clean. It left a lot of leeway for states to develop their 

own plans. But with too much rope to work with, Florida is now lost in the world of interpretation and 

no sense of urgency. People are arguing over the best solutions and even the uncontrollable: an endless 

list of studies and regulations for each water body. Toxic algae have made Florida a national leader. 

Almost 50 percent of the state waterways are not meeting water-quality standards, according to the 

conservancy.  

 

Other areas around the country are between 33 and 36 percent.  

 

According to the Environmental Protection Agency's list of impaired waters, more than 1,900 miles of 

rivers and streams are impaired by nutrients. That number climbed from 1,000 in 2008.  

 

The EPA had worked with Florida's Department of Environmental Protection for a number of years to 

develop the numeric criteria by which the amount of pollutants could actually be measured and 

corrective measures put in place. Lawsuits followed from various groups, such as the Florida Wildlife 

Federation, which argued the EPA needed to enforce the standards until the state could be brought up 

to speed.  

 

After the lawsuit was settled in 2008, the EPA set numeric water-quality standards for inland and coastal 

waters.  

 

Here is where the feds probably made a mistake and led to our current crisis. Officials said they 

preferred Florida implement its own numeric nutrient water-quality criteria under the requirements of 

the Clean Water Act. But in 2011, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection submitted a 

petition, calling for the EPA to withdraw its numeric nutrient criteria, saying the 'EPA recognizes that 

states have the primary role in establishing and implementing water quality standards for their waters.' 

The EPA also was prepared to adjust the timetables for implementing region rules based on the state's 

plan.  

 

In other words, delays were OK. Just kick the can down the road, or stream, in this case.  

 

The solutions  

 

Although most counties have adopted stricter fertilizer ordinances to minimiize the amount of 

pollutants that flow into waterways, the damage may have already been done.  

 

About 60 percent in the waterways have come from fertiliz ers. Sewage plants, especially those in the 

larger residential developments, also have contributed, as well as manure, especially those areas with 

livestock.  

 

The conservancy wants the large industries, such as sugar and Mosaic fertilizer products, to clean up 

their acts at the source before the pollutants hit the waterways. They make a strong point because once 

they the phosphates and other harmful nutrients hit the water and begin to choke the estuaries and 

basins, it is much more difficult to clean it up. If you stop it at the 'pipe,' then it's much easier to control 

what is quickly becoming an out-of-control situation.  



 

Industry complains the cost of this type of regulation is much too high. But the taxpayers are already 

paying millions to clean up the water.  

 

Solutions for all groups to consider:  

 

» Industry and agriculture need to look at some costeffective ways to limit pollutants hitting the 

waterways. It is incumbent upon them to help manage this catastrophe, not turn the other way.  

 

» Better monitoring of sewage treatment facilities and septic systems also needs to take place. 

Homeowners with septic systems need to have their systems checked each year for leaks.  

 

» Environmental and conservation groups should continue to send strong and purposeful messages that 

bring awareness to the problem.  

 

» Government agencies need to work together on reasonable solutions and quit kicking the can down 

the road. Government intervention at so many different levels clearly isn't working. Each agency has its 

own plan and they are resulting in confusion, lawsuits and little action.  

 

It is time for all of us to protect our waterways. In an election season, when people point fingers at a 

failing health system, a failing Social Security system and a failing economy, there may be no bigger crisis 

than water quality.  

 

Southwest Florida survives through its water and those who use it. If if fails, health, Social Security and 

the economy will only be afterthoughts.  

 


