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SW Floridians push Everglades restoration to relieve Caloosahatchee 
Written by Ledyard King 
 
Trey Radel, left, listens as officials from Florida talk about Everglades restoration projects Thursday on 
Capitol Hill.  
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Lee commissioner in Washington react to Capitol lockdown 
 
Lee County Commissioner Larry Kiker was in Rep. Trey Radel’s Washington office at the U.S. Capitol 
Thursday afternoon when an alarm sounded and the building went on lockdown.  
“We weren’t able to move,” Kiker said. “We stayed there for about an hour and a half.”  
Kiker said they turned on a television and watched the events unfold on CNN. A female motorist led 
police on a high-speed chase through Washington to the Capitol building, where Kiker, as well as state 
Reps. Matt Caldwell and Heather Fitzenhagen, and several other officials from Southwest Florida were 
meeting with Radel about issues surrounding Lake Okeechobee.  Kiker said during their time on 
lockdown, the group discussed a myriad of issues, including water quality and flood insurance.  
Kiker said it wasn’t until he was at the airport Thursday evening and saw the news that he learned the 
full scale of the events.  
 
WASHINGTON — The coffee-colored waters befouling Fort Myers Beach cost John Heim his job selling 
concessions this summer. So he decided to take a 20-hour bus trip to Washington and personally ask 
Congress for help. 
 
The water off the shore has been brackish before, but never as forebodingly dark brown as it is now, he 
said before addressing a panel of lawmakers Thursday. If nothing’s done, Heim said, the pollution will 
have devastating consequences for his community, including his 10-year-old daughter, Willow. 
 
“It’s effectively killing off tourism, not to mention killing off our ecosytem,” he said. “I’m here to fight 
like hell, quite honestly, for her and for our livelihoods.” 
 
Heim, 43, joined dozens of other activists, officials and elected representatives from South Florida at a 
special hearing to promote Everglades Restoration projects designed to help Florida’s “River of Grass” 
and limit the tainted flow east along the St. Lucie River, and west along Caloosahatchee River. 
 
The hearing was convened by Trey Radel, R-Fort Myers, and Democrat Patrick Murphy, who represents 
the Treasure Coast along the Atlantic. Both are pushing a regional agenda endorsed by 16 counties that 
make up the South Florida ecosystem. 
 
“We in Florida clearly understand that a healthy environment means a healthy economy,” Radel said. 
 



The agenda seeks about $1.2 billion in federal aid through the Water Resources Reform and 
Development Act for four major projects: upgrading the 143-mile Herbert Hoover Dike that surrounds 
Lake Okeechobee, restoring the Kissimmee River. completing the C-44 reservoir to the east of Lake 
Okeechobee, and authorizing the C-43 reservoir to the west. 
 
The C-43, which could hold 55 billion gallons of water, is designed to help control freshwater flows down 
the Caloosahatchee to minimize the brackish runoff now pouring into the waters off Sanibel, Cape Coral 
and Fort Myers Beach, Radel said. 
 
The House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee approved a bill last month authorizing $297 
million for construction of the C-43 project as part of the water infrastructure bill. 
 
The Senate overwhelmingly passed its version of the bill in May. That measure also authorizes C-43 as 
part of a broad restoration of the Everglades. 
 
Still, money for the reservoir is far from a done deal. 
 
A full House vote on the bill has been pushed back for at least two weeks, a delay being blamed on the 
current government shutdown. Assuming it passes, both chambers then would have to hammer out 
differences on a host of issues in the broader legislation before it could be sent to President Barack 
Obama for signing. 
 
Even assuming that happens, the money has to be appropriated. The bill authorizes but does not 
provide funding for the projects. 
 
Money tight 
 
Rep. Timothy Bishop, D-N.Y., who attended Thursday’s hearing, said total water project authorizations 
for fiscal 2014 could add up to several billion dollars while the Army Corps of Engineers is not expected 
to have more than $1 billion to spend on them. 
 
The state has already spent about $100 million buying land and designing the reservoir but the project 
can’t be completed without federal aid. 
 
Asking Congress for money during a government shutdown and just ahead of what may be a rancorous 
battle over raising the nation’s debt ceiling may seem like bad timing. 
 
But the project has broad bipartisan backing beyond Florida, as reflected in the attendance of about 20 
House lawmakers at Thursday’s hearing. They included House Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi and Bill 
Shuster, the Pennsylvania Republican who chairs the transportation committee. 
 
Local communities that have spent millions on conservation efforts and regional activists who have 
waited years for action say the threats to the environment and the tourist-driven economy of South 
Florida are reaching a critical juncture. 
 
Lee County Commissioner Larry Kiker said a recent survey of the lodging industry found the spoiled 
waters are costing the area. Nearly two-thirds said visitors checked out early because of the water and 
more than half of those say they won’t be coming back. 



 
“You’ve got to realize that you only have one chance at a first impression,” Kiker told Radel and Murphy. 
“And the image that we have, I’m afraid, is of black, murky, unsafe water making Lee County (a place) 
not only where they decide not to come but never to come to in the first place.” 
 
Sen. Bill Nelson, D-Orlando, who also attended the hearing, was asked what activists can do to convince 
Congress and the Corps of Engineers that the Everglades projects deserve immediate federal aid. 
 
“Keep the pressure on,” he said. “We got a long way to go.” 


