
 
3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island Florida   33957 

Telephone   239.472.2329 
 

July 27, 2010 
Dr. Susan Gray 
South Florida Water Management District 
Gun Club Road 
West Palm Beach, FL  
 
 
RE:  Lake Okeechobee Adaptive Protocols 
 
 
Dear Dr Gray: 
 
This letter is written on behalf of the Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation to comment on 
the update of the Adaptive Protocols for Lake Okeechobee Operations (AP) document dated June 24, 
2010.  SCCF appreciates the opportunity to work with staff to better understand the functioning  
of the system and to revise this guidance. Updating  and incorporating the operational 
flexibility of  LORS 2008 will address fundamental operational decisions to provide 
improvements in water volume, timing  and delivery, improving and benefiting downstream 
natural resources.    
 
 
Goal of the Adaptive Protocol Process 
The document outlines, in numerous passages, that the goal of this process is to improve 
conditions for natural systems.  Fundamental to that goal is managing water volume, timing 
and delivery in a manner that more equitably balances water deliveries between permitted 
users and natural systems for the benefit of wildlife and habitat protection and saltwater 
management.   
 
The document states the goal of the AP: 
“A key goal of the Adaptive Protocols for Lake Okeechobee Operations is to improve water supply, flood 
protection, and ecosystem benefits,” Page 7 lines 9-10 
 
“In particular, it is a guide for identifying volumes of water to release from the lake to improve 
ecosystem benefits and other Lake management objectives.” Page 8 lines 4-6 
 
“This document replaces the Adaptive Protocols developed for the WSE schedule with new protocols 
specifically modified for the LORS 2008 schedule. It explains how multidisciplinary technical information 
will be used to support lake operations under the LORS 2008 schedule, and how the SFWMD provides 
recommendations to the USACE to carry out water releases from the lake to benefit downstream 
natural resources.”  Page 9 lines 16-20 
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Defining the Problem  
Having established the goal of the process it is important to understand the problems that these 
improvements are striving to address.  In the Caloosahatchee, problems for the natural system 
exist both when water levels are in the lower bands as well as in the higher bands.   When water 
levels are low, the river is cut off unilaterally, and basin water is often redirected to the lake for 
the benefit of permitted water users at the expense of the natural system.  When water is scarce, 
permitted water users get all they want while, the natural system gets cut off. Water that should 
be directed to the natural system is instead  redirected to benefit permitted water users, 
resulting in harm to the natural system from high salinities caused by too little freshwater.   
 
In high water conditions, unwanted, excess water is pumped off lands throughout the system 
and dumped down the river, damaging  seagrass and oyster habitat.  This provides flood 
control to permitted users at the expense of the natural system.  
 
In order to improve ecosystem benefits, this current operational inequity, that unilaterally cuts 
off water entirely or dumps unwanted flood waters harming the function of natural systems, 
must be changed.  The current regulation schedule, LORS 08,  provides the operational 
flexibility needed to address these issues. 
 
 
Scope of the Adaptive Protocol 
The report states:  
 “Adaptive protocols are not solutions to the problems facing the lake or other natural areas in south 
Florida. Instead, they represent a scientifically-based method to clarify the lake release amounts that are 
most beneficial when the flexibility in the regulations schedule does not suggest specific releases.” Page 9 
line 31-34  
 
It is the function of the AP to provide guidance for decisions regarding the management, timing 
and volumes of water delivered to users.    It has been clear from the beginning that the AP 
document/process is not intended to be the vehicle for correcting MFL violations nor a 
substitute for the functions that a statutory reservation affords natural systems.   However, the 
above excerpt  underscores a challenge we have faced in addressing the flexibility of 
operational guidance in the AP document.   While the AP is not the process  to address some 
issues affecting natural areas, it is designed to address the operational flexibility and protocols 
for making release decisions; decisions that currently cause damage to natural systems.   
 
This is a seminal issue.  Natural systems are routinely and unilaterally cut off from water while 
permitted users receive 100% of their demand, even while that inequity results in actual harm to 
the natural system.  This has been done despite the fact that LORS08 Part D does not provide 
for cutting off the estuaries.   
 
While the AP process discussed a desire to achieve win-win or win-neutral solutions it is not 
fair to compare an improvement to an already impacted natural system against changes to the 
optimum operation of the system for other users.  Thus any improvement to the impacted 
system (already operating at a loss) is deemed fair and balanced with  the minor changes 
experienced by the other users that have been operating under optimum conditions and will not 
experience actual harm from the change.  This establishes a faulty premise where permitted 



 
Page 3 of 9 

 

3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel Island, Florida   33957 

water users are presumed to have a legal priority or right to public water, over public natural 
resources, where none exists.    
 
This bias is expressed in  the document:  “A primary goal of adaptive protocols for Lake Okeechobee 
operations is to provide operating guidance that improves the environment of the Lake and downstream 
resources without impacting water supply and flood protection.” Page 9 lines 5-8 
 
And at the bottom of page 18:  “In cases where releases are not required by the LORS 2008 schedule, 
deliveries to downstream water resources can be made as long as minimal to no impact is 
anticipated to agricultural and urban water supply…”   
 
And on page 21:  Adaptive protocols are designed to address potential situations in which one or more 
environmental resources can benefit from a Lake Okeechobee release and where minimal or no adverse 
effect on meeting future agricultural or urban water supply needs is expected. 
 
 
Staff AP Recommendation 
A number of model runs were performed in the evaluation phase of this process that resulted in 
a broad range of outcomes.  Unfortunately, the full WRAC and Governing Board have not seen 
a side by side comparison of the range of outcomes that could be achieved.  Instead, in this draft 
of the AP document, staff selected, recommended and discussed only one option, AP5.50. 
 
Unfortunately, this model run promotes and codifies the bias in the decision making process by 
cutting off natural systems without any restrictions on other users.  As a result, instead of 
adding operational flexibility it codifies cut backs to the natural system- adding an action  that 
is not within the LORSO8 schedule-  and exacerbates the fundamental problem of unilaterally 
cutting off the natural system while all other water users are not cut back.  
 
Under model run AP5-50, releases to the Caloosahatchee are cut back to severe harm levels or 
worse for a projected total of 1,902 days (about 5 years of time) when consumptive users in the 
Lake Okeechobee Service Area will be receiving 100% of their demand.   Over 57% of these cut 
backs result in zero water delivered to the Caloosahatchee.  
 
 
Alternative Recommendations 
As an alternative to the published flowchart we would suggest  either: 1)  a narrative guidance 
on low-level releases  that  would commit to beneficial releases to downstream natural systems 
to the maximum extent practicable in the Base Flow and Beneficial Use sub bands; or 2) an 
alternative flow chart without percentage thresholds and without a unilateral cut off for natural 
systems.  See Figure 1, a revised of the flowchart, attached. 
 
Back flowing or redirecting basin water from the eastern pool of the Caloosahatchee into Lake 
Okeechobee was modeled and shown to  cause harm to the Caloosahatchee estuary for nearly 
two years worth of time while benefiting permitted water users.  The modeling showed that if 
that basin water was allowed to flow west during those periods, the Caloosahatchee it would 
improve functions in the Caloosahatchee estuary without impacting permitted water users.  
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We request that the adaptive protocol first  assess water conditions to see if the estuary needs 
basin water prior to redirecting any Caloosahatchee water into Lake Okeechobee.  If the estuary 
needs the flow, using a target of 5 psu at I-75, the water would  continue to flow to the west. 
Only if the estuary does not need the water, perhaps because of isolated rainfall in the western 
basin, would the water be allowed to backflow or be redirected to the lake.  See document edits 
below to be inserted on page 22 of the AP document.    

 
 

Consistent Release 
Contrary to the statement included on page 14 line 40  there is not consensus that lake 
releases be held until late  in the dry season.  Every year like clockwork salinities in the 
Caloosahatchee estuary begin to rise the first week of October.  By the middle of the month 
salinities exceed the MFL and remain outside of the salinity range causing high salinities in the 
upper estuary and destroying freshwater grass and habitats.   
  

 
 
 

Attached to this letter is Table 1 from research done by Chamberlin & Doering, SFWMD, that 
identifies the low, optimum and high flow ranges for various species together with the critical 
months when flow is most important.  The early dry season is identified as a critical time for 
many species. When salinity targets are not met in the early dry season, habitats are impacted 
by high salinities to such an extent  that  releasing water later in the dry season does little good 
since there is no habitat remaining.   
 
 
High Flow Targets 
Although we have spent the majority of the discussion on low flow targets we have consistently 
raised the issue of impacts from high flows as well.   SFWMD staff has established management 
measures to assess conditions in the estuaries during periods of high flows.   For the 
Caloosahatchee a salinity measurement of 8 psu at the Cape Coral Bridge  is considered the 
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minimum needed to protect seagrass and oysters downstream.  Likewise, the St Lucie 
management measure establishes a minimum salinity of 8-10 psu at the US 1 bridge in Stuart.   
 
Long term seasonal forecasts for wet conditions and high flows should trigger the SFWMD to 
contract and implement alternative, emergency storage options throughout the watersheds 
north, west, east and south of the lake.    
 
 
Recommended Document  Edits 
In the following section we submit recommended changes to the language of the AP document 
that are in addition to the comments made above in this letter.   Excerpts from the text of the AP 
is italicized and in quotes.  Our recommended language is shown underlined in red. 
 
Page 8 beginning line 16:   
“The majority of the analyses conducted for this version of the Adaptive Protocols were based on 
assumptions regarding how water would be released by the USACE in the Low, Base Flow and Beneficial 
Use sub bands. To the extent that those assumptions are met, there may need to make additional 
adjustments.”  Additional consideration of management measures under high flow conditions 
are also identified in this document to provide a schedule with resource based limits for 
estuarine conditions.   
 
Page 11 line 17:   
“Lake water level and thereby minimize ecological stress.” However, depending on the timing, 
volume and duration, these releases may disproportionately increase ecological stress on the St 
Lucie and Caloosahatchee estuaries.   
 
Page 14 line 25: 
“2)Provide scientifically-based recommendations on releases in the Low, Base Flow, and 
Beneficial Use sub bands of LORS 2008 during low water conditions and in the Low and 
Intermediate sub bands during high water conditions, through weekly operations 
discussions with the USACE.”  

 
Page 14 line 40: 
The following statement was not agreeable  to SCCF, the Watershed Council, City of Sanibel 
and Audubon and therefore should not be represented as consensus agreement.   
A consensus agreement was reached during this process that the Adaptive Protocols guidance 
should include recommendations to conserve water in the beginning of the dry season to ensure 
availability for later in the dry season when the demand is the largest 
Page 15 line 5 
“In the Low sub band……release volumes of 50% or less of the maximum allowable,” but not less 
than 650 cfs or as long as an MFL exceedence is in effect.  
 
Page 17 line 31 
“Decisions made for water releases from Lake Okeechobee for environmental benefit, such as protection of 
the lake’s littoral zone, or protection of estuarine fish and wildlife habitat,  must be….” 
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Page 18 line 35  
Missing word at the beginning of the sentence? 
Figure 
 
Page 21 line 7 
“(STAs), and WCAs in regard to their ecological integrity and the established lake and Caloosahatchee  
“minimum flows and levels (MFL) criteria. Factors to be considered include” 
 
Page 21 
“Technical staff will consult on a regular basis with the USACE, FDEP and technical public 
stakeholders to, discuss status” 
 
Page 22 
The following is not true when assessed for the temporal impacts. Loss of early season (October 
) flows will allow salinities to raise too high for Vallisneria resulting in the loss of habitat and 
year classes of shrimp, fish and shellfish.   
 
“Sensitivity analyses conducted with the Lake Okeechobee Operations Screening (LOOPS) model 
indicated that the revised Adaptive Protocols will result in significant improvements to estuary low 
flows” 
 
Insert Page 22 line 7 
After the first paragraph on page 22 insert the following language. 
 
Backflowing Caloosahatchee to Lake O 
To address release procedures  for environmental benefit, schedules need to be established for 
the estuaries similar to those established for the upper chain of lakes, Lake O and the EAA.   In 
addition to the low flow releases the schedules need to address the practice of backflowing from 
the rivers into lake O and high flow releases.  
 
 In low flow conditions backflowing has been used to redirect river basin water into Lake O.  On 
the Caloosahatchee this creates two conflicts;  1)  it redirects Caloosahatchee basin water that 
normally flows west feeding the estuary, resulting in stagnant  conditions that exacerbate algal 
blooms and 2) it funnels higher nutrient laden water into the lake, to the detriment of the lake 
water quality and ultimately the estuaries that will receive that water as discharge when the 
lake gets too high. To address this condition, when backflowing the Caloosahatchee from S78 to 
the Lake is considered, the estuary  conditions should be assessed first to determine whether 
flow from the Caloosahatchee basin is needed to meet the MFL or a performance measure of 5 
psu at I-75.   If the flow is needed for the estuary it will not be backflowed into the lake. 
 
 
High Flows 
Management measures have been established by the SFWMD to assess conditions in the 
estuaries during periods of high flows.   For the Caloosahatchee a salinity measurement of 8 psu 
at the Cape Coral Bridge  is considered the minimum needed to protect seagrass and oysters 
downstream.  Likewise, the St Lucie management measure establishes a minimum salinity of 8-
10 psu at the US 1 bridge in Stuart.   
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High flow conditions will engage the SFWMD in designating alternative, emergency storage 
options throughout the watersheds north, west, east and south of the lake.    
 
 
We strongly urge that this document be revised as guidance to achieve its stated purpose to 
maximize operational flexibility for the benefit of natural systems consistent with LORS08.    
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
Rae Ann Wessel 
Natural Resource Policy Director 
Sanibel Captiva Conservation Foundation 

 
Cc:  Ken Ammon 
        Luis Alejandro 
        Kim Taplin 
        Lt Col Kinard 
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Table 1:   From research  by Chamberlin & Doering showing low and optimum 
flow needs by species and months when flow is critical. 
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Figure 1:  Revised flow chart that simplifies the decision tree by removing percent 
thresholds and eliminating language that is outside the boundaries of LORS08.  Any 
cutback in flow is shared by all users as highlighted in the blue box.   


