
 
3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island Florida   33957 

Telephone   239.472.2329 
 
August 6, 2012 

Mr. Joe Collins, Chairman 
South Florida Water Management District 
3301 Gun Club Boulevard 
West Palm Beach, FL   33406 
Transmitted by email 
 
Re:  Water Supply Augmentation/Backpumping and Adaptive Protocols 
 
Dear Mr. Collins:   
 
This letter is written on behalf of the Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation to provide comments 
on revisions to the Adaptive Protocols for Lake Okeechobee Operations (AP) and the SFWMD 
proposal regarding backpumping for water supply augmentation that is scheduled to be voted on at 
this week’s Governing Board meeting.   

SCCF very much appreciates the leadership of Dan DeLisi in providing the opportunity to reassess 
the AP to improve and correct failings of the 2010 protocols which we have been operating under for 
the past two years. Operations under this AP have resulted in devastating impacts to the 
Caloosahatchee.   

The fundamental mission of this reevaluation is to improve conditions for the Caloosahatchee which 
has been unilaterally damaged by the current water policies and operations.  To that point, any 
alternative or operational protocol that singles out and cuts off water only for the Caloosahatchee and 
estuary is not acceptable.   

Performance Measures for Assessing Protocols 
 

We reiterate our objection to the inclusion of “CE I75 >10 psu” as a performance measure (PM), and 
request that it be eliminated  because  it misrepresents the conditions we are managing water for 
(salinity for freshwater habitat) and reports values that are misleading and effectively meaningless.  
Why?  Because salinity of 10 psu at I75 (five miles upstream of Ft Myers) would obliterate nearly all 
the tape grass habitat in the estuary.   So even if the PM table shows 0 exceedences at I75, it could 
have significant impacts to tape grass.   Only by measuring salinity at Ft Myers, where the MFL is 
established, can a true measure of the impacts and/or improvements for the Caloosahatchee be 
compared.   
 
In addition, for the purpose of evaluating performance, the  comparison needs to be made between 
CE conditions FM> 10 psu + CE >2800 cfs and LOSA to understand the true impact of how water is 
being managed and how the vital estuary resource is being impacted as compared with other users.   

Using the District’s modeling results, the comparison under the backpumping proposal EWSA6 is: 
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CE impacts 118 months water shortage + 97 months damaging high flows = 215 months of harm to 
the Caloosahatchee vs.  33 months of cutbacks to LOSA, representing a risk of water shortage -not 

harm.  

This equates to 18 years of the 41 year period of record (43%) having harm in the Caloosahatchee vs. 
2.75 years (6%) of risk of water shortage to permitted users.   Clearly this is not a NO COST 
alternative from the estuary’s perspective.   

Under Chapter 373 the District is required to permit to the No Harm standard.  The Caloosahatchee is 
in its 6th consecutive year of harm; serious harm as we have permanently lost 300 acres of tapegrass in 
the estuary.  The District must address this harm by fairly allocating and supplying water and by 
restricting water in equal measure to competing users.   

Water Quality 
 

The proposed backpumping alternative has been described as no cost.  It is anything but; it comes 
with a high cost of water quality pollution that would be transferred from the source, EAA 
Agriculture, to the public taxpayer for clean up.   
 
New figures presented at WRAC on August 2nd, indicate 311 MT of N and 9 MT of P will be added to 
the lake via backpumping.  This massive addition of nutrients will cause harmful bluegreen algal 
blooms which will increase the biomass in the lake thereby sequestering nitrogen in the lake 
sediments, which will be available to feed future algal blooms. 

Not only will this impact the Lake, the additional nutrient load will be exported to the 
Caloosahatchee (via the rim canal) and St Lucie estuaries during high flow conditions, causing algal 
blooms and undermining our local communities’ investment in meeting our state mandated nitrogen 
removal targets.   
 
The reference to Canadian lake studies presented at WRAC has been dismissed by former District and 
IFAS scientists in peer reviewed studies and is discussed in the attached fact sheet, because of the 
difference between deep, stratified, northern lakes where nutrients can be locked up deep in the 
bottom of the lake and shallow sub-tropical lakes where the depth and temperature regimes make 
these studies non transferrable.  An IFAS fact sheet discussing this is included with this letter.  In fact 
several District studies were made in the past but not one is referenced in these presentations.   
 
Costs Add Up to Real Money 
 

It is disingenuous to suggest that backpumping is a no cost alternative.  Backpumping is not an 
option the public can afford since it transfers the obligation for clean up from the polluter to the 
public, increases the cost of cleanup and transfers the financial obligation and expense of clean up to 
the public taxpayer.   
 
Lee County has been working to clean nitrogen from Ten Mile Canal at a cost of $638/lb/year 
exclusive of land and O & M costs. These figures are much lower than state estimates of +$9,000 per 
pound, so conservatively at that rate the cost to clean up the additional nitrogen added to the Lake 
from back pumping (+700,000 lbs.) would be more than $400 million dollars.   
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So while the District has offered a Federal Judge an $880 million plan to clean up water quality in the 
Everglades to comply with a federal court order, the District is proposing to continue to pollute the 
system with the one source of nutrients that we can control and prevent.    
 
Alternatives   
 

There is a viable non-backpumping alternative that was dropped from the WRAC presentation, 
EWS3-4 that we feel is worthy of further consideration on a real time trial basis.   This more 
conservative non-backpumping option does not add  the risks presented by backpumping and adds 
parity to water deliveries.  Modeled conditions that show additional impacts to Lake Okeechobee we 
believe are based on a modeling assumption that all Caloosahatchee flows are coming from the lake, 
causing lower levels and increasing exceedences, when in fact the flows originate in the watershed.  
Although presented as a win-win, backpumping is a loser for Lake Okeechobee and the citizen 
taxpayers of south Florida.   
 
In addition to changing the operational regime through a non-backpumping alterative, we  suggest 
the following changes to the AP. 
  
1. The water shortage management line needs to be made the same for all users.  Currently Lake 

Okeechobee and the Caloosahatchee trigger water shortage when the lake is at 11 ft. while the 
water shortage trigger for LOSA is 10.5 feet.  This results in a further disparity in providing water 
to permitted users over natural resources that can be addressed by using the same trigger line.   
 

2. The AP decision matrix/flowchart the THC and 50% threshold and any box that singles out the 
Caloosahatchee to be cut off without equal cutbacks to other users must be eliminated to gain 
parity in water deliveries.   

 
We appreciate the additional modeling presented at WRAC but urge you to postpone the vote 
scheduled for this week’s GB meeting to provide time needed to review and evaluate the new 
modeling information.   
 
Sincerely, 

 
Rae Ann Wessel 
Natural Resources Policy Director  
Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation 
 
cc:   Kevin Powers, Vice Chair    Melissa Meeker, SFWMD  

Sandy Batchelor, Board Member   Col. Alan Dodd, USACE  
Dan DeLisi, Board Member    Lt Col. Tom Greco, USACE 
John Moran, Board Member    Greg Munson, FDEP    
Dan O’Keefe, Board Member    Herschel Vinyard, FDEP 
Juan Portuondo, Board Member 
Tim Sargent, Board Member  
Glenn Waldman, Board Member 


