
 

 

3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island Florida   33957 
Telephone   239.472.2329 

 
September 27, 2012 
 
 
Linda Hoppes 
LWC Water Supply Plan Coordinator 
South Florida Water Management District 
3301 Gun Club Road 
West Palm Beach, FL  33416-4680 
 
 
Re:  Lower West Coast Water Supply Plan Update Comments 
 
 
Dear Ms. Hoppes: 
 
This letter is submitted on behalf of the Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation to comment on the 
SFWMD 2012 Lower West Coast Water Supply Plan update.   
 
The stated goal of the plan is to “ensure adequate supply of water to protect natural systems and to 
meet all existing and projected reasonable beneficial uses, while sustaining water resources for future 
generations”.   
 
The plan update concludes that “the future water demands of the LWC Planning Area can continue to 
be met through the 2030 planning horizon with appropriate management and continued 
diversification of water supply sources and completion of the necessary repairs to the Lake 
Okeechobee Herbert Hoover Dike.” 
 
The statement that water demands will continue to be met infers that current demands are being met. 
However since the last plan update in 2006, this region has suffered five years of drought, arguably 
the best test of the robustness of a water supply plan since demands generally increase in drought 
and there are no fewer users competing for the reduced water supply.  In each of the five drought 
years the natural systems have suffered drought conditions resulting in harm to and loss of habitats, 
fisheries and water quality by being restricted or denied freshwater supplies even when permitted 
users were not restricted.  The fact that there is not an “adequate supply of water to protect natural 
systems” documents that the current plan is not meeting current demands.  
 
We do not share the confidence of this plans conclusion that water supplies are being met or can meet 
the projected 51% increase in population growth demand and 18% projected increase in agricultural 
water needs through 2030.      
 
While we fully support the need for and understand the challenges of developing a plan for future 
water supply planning and appreciate the Districts efforts, this plans conclusion and reliance on 
flawed assumptions about water source augmentation leaves us concerned that the same planning 
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omissions and assumptions that have resulted in shortfalls of adequate water supplies today will 
continue unaddressed into this next planning horizon, further compounding harm.  This is all the 
more important today as climate projections anticipate an increase in the length of dry seasons, 
shorter higher volume wet seasons and sea level rise that will exacerbate salt water intrusion into 
groundwater aquifer sources.    
 
Water Budget 
A fundamental flaw with the plan is the absence of a comprehensive water budget from which water 
demands can be assessed against water available in the system to meet projected needs.  Without such 
a fundamental accounting the District does not truly know the water needs and consequently cannot 
assure that there is sufficient water available to meet current and future needs when: 1) there is no 
water budget documenting the available supply 2) natural system water needs, that are dependent 
upon freshwater, are not accounted for as users and 3) the volumes available from sources, once 
natural systems baseline needs are accounted for, are not quantified.   
 
The need for a water budget is evidenced by the fact that current natural system needs consistently 
fall short and are sacrificed in order to meet other user demands.  To be a meaningful planning 
document there must be a comprehensive budget that inventories all sustainable water sources and 
volumes and details all water needs to assure that there is a sufficient quantity of water available to be 
sustainably allocated for competing demands. This plan does not provide that level of assurance to 
prove up water allocations for today or in the future. 
 
Projected Water Needs 
The plan is very vague regarding how projection numbers were established and how the projected 
51% increase in population and 18% increase in agricultural demand will be met.  At the plan review 
meeting it was disclosed that the agricultural demand numbers are not based on modeling but rather 
by asking current permittees what water volume needs they anticipate.  Given that agricultural water 
demand today is twice the volume of all other listed users combined and there are no new sources 
projected to meet natural system needs, how is it possible that the increased water demands are not 
going to worsen impacts to natural systems from lack of adequate water when that need is not even 
quantified in the plan?    
 
While agricultural projections are self established by the users, natural system water supply needs are 
relegated to an unscheduled five year future study to reevaluate an MFL, a level of supply at the 
harm threshold, not even on par with agricultural or municipal uses.  The Caloosahatchee is in its 
sixth consecutive year of serious harm with the loss of over 300 acres of tapegrass.  It is unacceptable 
for a water supply plan to include self generated numbers for one user and no numbers or well 
documented, inadequate numbers for natural systems.  This is a plan that assures the status quo of 
harm or worse for natural systems.   
 
In addition, the increase in future agricultural demands includes conversion to more water intensive 
crops and an increase in flood irrigation which will require much more water and has higher ET 
losses.  The plan does not identify the supply that will provide for these additional demands or 
address the current shortfall being suffered by natural systems in order to meet the no harm 
permitting standard.  This plan fails to quantify the shortfalls or address how more water demand by 
the largest user group will not exacerbate these conditions. 
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Projected Sources /Limitations 
The plan relies on raising Lake Okeechobee water levels one foot to augment water supply. However 
the operation of the lake at current stages (12.5 – 15.5 ft) is based on and is appropriate for supporting 
the ecological integrity of the lake ecosystem which should not be sacrificed to make water available 
for increased permitted demands. Any source augmentation that causes harm to natural systems or 
other users should not be included in the water equation.  Raising lake levels is damaging to the lake 
and the estuaries and therefore is not a sustainable source augmentation to build a plan upon.   
 
The plan cites the lake regulation schedule LORS 08 as limiting water supply, however this schedule 
was adopted and in place when the District reissued Consumptive Use Permits for the LOSA basin.  
The over allocation of available water is the result of not having a comprehensive water budget 
through which the District can demonstrate that there is sufficient water for natural systems and 
permit allocations, not the result of the Lake O regulation schedule.  We encourage the District to 
eliminate lake level augmentation as a sustainable source of water in the 2030 planning horizon. 
 
Currently water allocations in the Lake Okeechobee Service Area (LOSA) are driven by and delivered 
based on permitted demand without regard for the availability of water to supply that demand.  This 
has been a problem during the dry season and droughts when the burden of water shortage is shifted 
onto natural systems while permitted users still receive all or nearly all their demand while natural 
systems experience actual harm and loss.  In the past six years of drought this has occurred numerous 
times resulting in significant harm to multiple natural systems while agriculture not only experiences 
no harm but enjoys record profits.   We recommend that water allocations return to a supply side 
formulary that ties water allocations and deliveries to water actually available in the basin and 
triggers water restrictions for all users when water supplies are reduced.  This would begin to address 
shared adversity concerns and keep the burden from being shouldered solely by natural systems.   
 
Caloosahatchee MFL 
Since 2001 when the Caloosahatchee MFL was established it has not been met in seven of those eleven 
years.  Monitoring of the system by SCCF and the District has shown that the stated MFL of 300 cfs is 
not sufficient to prevent serious harm and has caused complete loss of Vallisneria year after year in the 
upper estuary.  The District then revised the estimate to 450 cfs to account for tidal basin inflow, 
however that was not codified and again, monitoring of the actual response of the system to flows of 
that magnitude resulted in significant harm, beyond the standard of an MFL.   In fact, the Districts 
own scientists have documented that flows of 650 to 800 cfs are needed to support salinity conditions 
to support fisheries in the estuary.   And a study of the system contracted by the District to the local 
University, FGCU, documents the need for flows of 800 to 1000 cfs are needed to offset the salinity 
compression against the S79 Lock and Dam.   
 
Despite all of this science and data from real time operations, the District in this plan proposes to 
conduct further studies and delay for another five years addressing the water needs of natural 
systems.   In fact there is more science available for the flow needs of the estuary than that used to 
estimate agricultural demand for the coming planning horizon, yet agricultural permittees are 
allowed to create their demand numbers while the documented, science based needs of the estuary 
are ignored and relegated to further study, prolonging the harm and further reducing the resiliency of 
the estuary.   
 



 
Page 4 of 5 

 

3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island, Florida   33957 

The fish, shellfish and habitat that are fundamental to the natural systems of Lake Okeechobee, the 
Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries are existing legal users.  Water needs for these systems need to 
be established on par with permitted users to meet the Districts authority and responsibility for 
managing water established in Florida Statues.   This plan fails to deal realistically with this aspect of 
water planning and management. 
 
C43 West Basin Reservoir 
The plan overstates the functional capacity of the proposed C43 reservoir (WBR) project to provide “a 
consistent flow of freshwater to the estuary”.  The Caloosahatchee Watershed Protection Plan makes 
it clear that the 170,000 acre ft capacity would accommodate approximately half the storage needed to 
achieve that performance. While that project has been conceived for eleven years there is no 
timeframe for construction so over reliance on that as a source of water to meet natural system needs 
is unrealistic.   
 
In addition, although the purpose of the WBR is described as being entirely for meeting the estuary 
freshwater needs, in a recent WBR CERP Reservation meeting it was disclosed that: 1) the perimeter 
canals around the WBR would be tapped 24/7/365 to meet water supply needs of agricultural users 
in the surrounding area and 2) because it is a prospective reservation water would not be restricted 
from allocation until the project was finished and being filled with water.   Both of these conditions 
add to the limited benefit that will be realized for natural system water supply and therefore overstate 
the estimated benefit in this plan.    
 
Prevention and Recovery Strategy 
The prevention and recovery strategy for the Caloosahatchee consists entirely of a project that has not 
been built for the past eleven years and there is no assurance that it will be built to supply any 
function in the next five year planning cycle.  As previously discussed the WBR and storage currently 
being discussed does not supply enough capacity to be considered the touchstone for prevention and 
recovery, an even higher standard.  Instead, a realistic prevention and recovery strategy needs to be 
established to address the inequity in water availability that leaves natural systems chronically cut off 
from water supplies while other permitted users are not restricted and when no reasonable risk of 
water shortage is expected.   
 
Retired permits 
The Regional Water Availability Rule was presented to west coast stakeholders as an opportunity to 
tag much needed water for natural systems from retired or decreased existing permits.  However, in 
the three years since its passage water from those permits has not been protected from allocation or 
designated to address natural system needs.  On the contrary, in 2009, unpermitted users were 
brought in, no questions asked, adding to the allocated supply without any demonstration of the 
public interest test or the harm standard by which all these permits are supposed to be limited.  We 
urge the District to take action to protect retired water from further permit allocation and reserve it 
for the well documented natural system needs that exist throughout the greater Everglades 
ecosystem.   
 
Conservation  
The importance of conservation in water management cannot be overstated.  We would urge the 
District add to its toolbox meaningful conservation measures throughout the system adding early 
water shortage triggers during water shortages for all users to prolong supplies.   In water bodies 
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where MFLs have been exceeded or violated water shortage triggers should be mandatory and 
enforced and applied across all users.    
 
The plan is very vague on conservation practices for agriculture.  We urge the District to implement a 
plan developed by the UF IFAS that goes beyond tail water recovery called Recycle Water 
Containment Areas (RWCA) to allow for agricultural water to be stored onsite and recycled for 
increased availability reducing  demands from other sources while capturing and treating nutrients 
that  can be redirected onto crops to reduce additional nutrient enrichment.   
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Lower West Coast Water Supply Plan Update.   
Please feel free to contact me to discuss any questions related to these comments.   
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Rae Ann Wessel  
Director, Natural Resource Policy 
Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation 
 
 
 
 
 


