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Willie Mae Burnside, 85, right, of Fort Myers, and Mary Summersett, 65, fish the Caloosahatchee River on Tuesday afternoon. 
Burnside has been fishing the river since 1970 and says the fishing has been about the same in all those years.  

 

THE LIST 
America's most endangered rivers of 2006: 
• 1. Pajaro River, Calif. 
• 2. Upper Yellowstone River, Mont. 
• 3. Wilamette River, Ore. 
• 4. Salmon Trout River, Wis. 
• 5. Shenandoah River, Va. 
• 6. Boise River, Idaho 
• 7. Caloosahatchee River 
• 8. Kvichak & Nushagak Rivers, Alaska 
• 9. San Jacinto River, Texas 
• 10. Verde River, Ariz 

This is a case when being No. 7 is better than being No. 1, but not being in the Top 10 at all would be better 
still.  

In a report to be released today, a national conservation organization has ranked the Caloosahatchee No. 7 
on its list of America's 10 most endangered rivers.  

Since 1986, American Rivers, a nonprofit advocacy group based in Washington, D.C., has published an 
annual list of rivers facing critical threats. 

The Caloosahatchee River Citizens Association and Conservancy of Southwest Florida nominated the 
Caloosahatchee for the list — it was the first time the river had been nominated.  

"We knew we were in pretty bad shape, but to make the Top 10 the first year, and be No. 7, was a surprise," 
said Mary Rawl, president of the river association. "Of course, it's not an honor to be on the list."  

Being on the list might not be an honor, but it should have a positive outcome, said Jennifer Hecker, 
environmental policy specialist for the Conservancy of Southwest Florida. 



"The designation identifies that there are actions that need to occur that are not occurring," she said. "It's an 
opportunity to improve the system such that water-quality degradation ceases. This brings heightened 
awareness to the river and the political will to restore the river."  

Three other Florida rivers have made previous lists: the Everglades (No. 4 in 1992 and No. 3 in 1993), the 
Apalachicola River (No. 11 in 2002 — in some years, American Rivers lists more than 10 most endangered 
rivers) and the Peace River (No. 8 in 2004).   

For years, the Caloosahatchee has suffered from large freshwater releases from Lake Okeechobee, but the 
greatest damage came after Hurricane Wilma in October.  

Heavy rains from the storm raised water levels in the lake to the point where the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers had to release huge amounts of water down the river.  

That nutrient-laden fresh water caused micro- and macroalgal blooms, disrupted the freshwater and 
saltwater balance of the bay and changed the dynamics of estuarine life.  

According to the report:"The impacts of the Lake Okeechobee releases to the Caloosahatchee River are 
extremely harmful to the local communities that rely on the river and to the natural river ecosystem. Both 
scientists and fishermen report decimation of most of the river's game and commercial species, including 
blue crabs, oysters, redfish, goliath grouper, and catfish."  

Conditions in the river sparked intense media coverage and public debate over water management 
practices. 
 
"We nominated the Caloosahatchee because we honestly felt we'd done everything we could locally," Rawl 
said. "We had great local press support and great support from local legislators. Statewide we were being 
heard. We needed the help of a national organization."  

Inclusion on the list is based on three criteria: 

• The magnitude of the threat to the river.  

"As far as the magnitude of the threat, the amount of polluted water being dumped into the river from 
Okeechobee is huge," said Serena McClain, an American Rivers conservation associate. "And the way the 
system has been manipulated is a detriment to the environment and to the detriment of people."  

• A major decision point in the coming year. 

In June, the Army Corps plans to release a draft supplemental environmental impact statement for the Lake 
Okeechobee regulation schedule.  

"It's a huge decision point that the Corps has taken it upon itself to do the study," McClain said. "There 
needs to be a different way to handle that water from a storage perspective and how to deal with impacts 
before it reaches Okeechobee. Even if the water quality is perfect, you're going to have issues with the way 
it's released because of salinity changes." 

• The regional and national significance of the river.  

"The regional and national significance is that it ties in with Everglades restoration," McClain said. "And, like 
it or not, the nation looks to South Florida."  

To evaluate nominations, American Rivers staff gathers information from local partners, such as the 
Caloosahatchee River Citizens Association and Conservancy of Southwest Florida.  

In addition to its insights into the Caloosahatchee, the report contains inaccuracies.  



The report says, for example: "The South Florida Water Management District now regularly releases 
polluted water — up to 69,500 gallons per second — from Lake Okeechobee into the Caloosahatchee 
River." 
 
In reality, the Corps of Engineers releases water from the lake, and, for the past several months, the Corps 
has been conducting Level 1 pulse releases, in which flow rates range from 3,740 gallons per second to 
26,185 gallons per second; the largest releases after Hurricane Wilma were 48,620 gallons per second. 
 
According to the report, the Caloosahatchee's main threat is "releases of toxic water" and that water 
management practices direct "toxic water into Lake Okeechobee and then into the Caloosahatchee River."  

"Oh, for heaven's sake," said Rhonda Haag, director of the water district's Lower West Coast Regional 
Service Center. "It's not toxic water; it's nutrient-laden water."  

Concerning the inaccuracies, Brad DeVries, American Rivers' national media director, said:   

"We're sticklers for accuracy, but we also rely on local partners to catch us when we're wrong. That's the 
danger of putting something in print." 
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