
Barbara Joy Cooley: Guest Opinion 
 
As river-fight leader, Sanibel still needs help Sanibel deserves high grades for 
fighting water pollution, but it is on the receiving end of a large system that 
continues to dump polluted water all around it. 
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Water from Lake Okeechobee historically flowed into the Everglades. Now much 
of it is directed into the Caloosahatchee. And it isn't clean water. 
 
Let's look at where exactly this Lake Okeechobee water is coming from and 
where it goes. 
 
In the period of 2003 to 2005, 58 percent of the water flowing into the lake came 
from the Kissimmee River Basin, according to the South Florida Water 
Management District. About a third, or 32 percent, flowed into the lake from the 
northwest. Much of this water is from Fisheating Creek. 
 
A small amount, about 8 percent, comes from northeast of the lake. And about 
2.5 percent of the water is pumped back into the lake from the Everglades 
Agricultural Area, or EAA, to the south. 
 
Now let's take a look at where the phosphorus pollution in the water comes from. 
Although only 8 percent of the water flows from the northeast, that small amount 
of water carries 24 percent of the phosphorus that goes into the lake. The 
Kissimmee River basin contributes only 35 percent of the phosphorus even 
though it represents most of the water inflow. The water from the northwest 
carries 39 percent of the phosphorus, and the water from the EAA to the south 
carries only 2.4 percent of the phosphorus. 
 
When the water leaves the lake, 44 percent goes into the Caloosahatchee 
(except during very wet weather, when the Caloosahatchee gets far more). The 
St. Lucie River, to the east, receives 20 percent of the water, and the EAA 
receives 23 percent, mostly for irrigation of crops. 
 
The water on the west half of the lake receives less phosphorus, so the water 
that leaves the west side of the lake, flowing into the Caloosahatchee, carrying 
only 26 percent of the phosphorus. The St. Lucie, which receives only a fifth of 
the water actually gets a third of the phosphorus. And the EAA receives 29 
percent of the phosphorus. The remaining 14 percent goes into the stormwater 
treatment areas in the Everglades.  
 
How are farms, cities and towns urged to lessen the pollutants in the water 
that runs into this system? 
 



To reduce the amount of phosphorus in water that runs into our lakes and rivers, 
many local governments are requiring that only low-phosphorus fertilizer be sold 
in stores within their jurisdictions. The city of Sanibel is considering taking this 
step. 
 
Local governments also are encouraged to replace septic systems with sewers. 
On Sanibel Island, where there are only about 9,000 households, property 
owners have spent nearly $65 million on a sewer system. 
 
Counties and cities are encouraged to purchase land for conservation and to 
restore wetlands. More than two-thirds of Sanibel Island is conservation land of 
one kind or another, and many wetlands have been and are being restored. How 
many cities in Florida can claim to be more than two-thirds conservation land? 
How many have so many restored wetlands? 
 
Sanibel may get high grades for fighting water pollution, but it is on the receiving 
end of a large system that continues to dump polluted water all around it. To be 
silent is to consent to this injustice. That's why the Sanibel City Council voted to 
go to court to fight against this injustice. All citizens of South Florida should 
support Sanibel in its effort. For more information, see sanibelh2o.com. 
 
- Barbara Joy Cooley is a Sanibel resident and a member of the Committee of 
the Islands and People United to Restore Our Rivers and Estuaries. She can be 
reached at bjoycooley@comcast.net 


