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Push on to release water to the south 
‘Extreme weather situation’ brings talk of moving water through Everglades 
 
CHAD GILLIS 
CGILLIS@NEWS-PRESS.COM 
 
The Florida Department of Environmental Protection and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission issued orders late Thursday afternoon that, Gov. Rick Scott says, would allow feds to move 
more water through Shark River Slough in the Everglades, instead of the coasts. 
Corps officials couldn’t be reached Thursday evening to see if they will release more water south. Earlier 
in the day, the Corps said it would continue releases east and west, but couldn’t move water south 
because the land is already too wet. 
 
The Corps discussed water levels at Lake Okeechobee and how those levels will impact the Fort Myers-
Sanibel area as well at St. Lucie on the east coast during a Thursday news conference. 
 
“This is an extreme weather situation we’re in,” said Lt. Col. Jennifer Reynolds. “I sympathize with the 
impacts people are having on both coasts, as well as our agriculture area.” 
 
Southwest Floridians are afraid the water releases will hurt the Caloosahatchee River and Gulf waters, 
which will then hurt tourism and other businesses. 
 
El Nino has played a large role in dumping record rains on most of Florida, and meteorologists expect 
more rain for this region until May. 
 
The lake has been rising for weeks (levels were 16.3 feet above sea level Thursday), and Reynolds said 
Wednesday was the first time in weeks that the lake actually went down. 
 
“For the first time since December we’re able to get to a point to where outflows are equal to or 
exceeds inflows,” she said. “This is our chance to actually get some of the water off of the lake before 
we see another rise with the next rainfall event.” 
 
The Corps is in the middle of a $1.5 billion dike project aimed at shoring up the integrity of culverts and 
other outlets — the places most vulnerable to a breach. 
 
Scott earlier on Thursday sent out a memo to the Corps with the option of sending water south. 
It read, in part: “Specifically, the Corps needs to raise the level of the L-29 canal to eight and one half 
feet so that substantial volumes of water can be moved from Water Conservation Area 3 to the 
Everglades National Park through Shark River Slough. Moving water south out of the Water 
Conservation Areas will prevent the die-off of wildlife whose habitat is currently flooded due to the 



heavy rainfall and also allow us to move more water from Lake Okeechobee south, relieving pressure 
from discharges to the estuaries.” 
 
The Army Corps, however, said Water Conservation area 3(A) is already flooded, so is Scott’s scenario 
possible? The News-Press asked Jim Beever, a former state biologist who now works for the Southwest 
Florida Planning Council. 
 
“The current system is not designed to be able to stop flows,” Beever said. “It was designed to do the 
very things it is doing and is governed by policies and procedures that cause these flows. Given the 
current water management system and infrastructure, it might be possible but (would be) very difficult 
and would take risks that many would not want to take. But it is extremely improbable it would be 
done.” 
 
In other water news:  
 
Mayors serving in Lee County met Wednesday to discuss the current water quality situation and any 
solutions, but mayors south of Lake Okeechobee fired back Thursday. 
 
Coastal areas often point the finger at inland towns and operations, the letter says. 
 
“Are the six Lee County mayors going to set themselves up as judge and jury for how many Glades 
flooded homes it would take to make it (OK) with them to start the pumps to drain water off our rural 
cities? Do they get to determine the relative worth of our towns, our people? Because it harms their 
tourism? If you want to talk about tourism damage, we are sick and tired of the coastal media 
characterizing Lake Okeechobee water as toxic or polluted.” 
 


