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In recent weeks, Lee County citizens have been exposed to a public relations blitz from 

the South Florida Water Management District. Earnest Water Management employees 

are filmed on the job, demonstrating their dedication to the task at hand. With great 

sincerity, they intone that “water is everyone’s responsibility” and “I care about our water 

because I live here, too.” It is nice to know that the South Florida Water Management 

District employees are so dedicated to their job. However, I take exception to their 

statement that water is the responsibility of all. Insofar as water conservation use is 

concerned, yes, all of us should be good stewards and not waste this precious natural 

resource. However, the problems of the Caloosahatchee River, with its deteriorating 

water quality, toxic algae, decline of marine life and threat to wildlife, are not the result  

of the irresponsible  actions of Lee County residents. The problem is the result of the 

methods our water management district used to discharge run-off from Lake Okeechobee. 

 

In order to maintain the delicate balance of fresh and salt water in our estuaries, the 

Water Management District periodically releases water from Lake Okeechobee. This 

practice has been standard operating procedure for decades. In the past five years,  

however, the condition of Lake Okeechobee has changed for the worse. The Lake, with 

its super-abundant nutrients, has risen to alarming levels. Last year’s hurricanes and this 

year’s abundant rains contributed to the problem. The answer to this problem was the 

frequent releases for water from the Lake, directly into the Caloosahatchee. When 

questioned about the frequency of the releases and its detriment to the health of the river, 

Army Corps of Engineers, Col. Carpenter stated that he made his decisions fairly and that 

he couldn’t control the weather. There is a policy of shared adversity, whereby the areas 

affected would receive equal amounts of runoff. Currently, the Caloosahatchee river 

basin has been the sole recipient of Lake Okeechobee’s damaging runoff. 

 

Our ailing river, so vital to our economy, our water source, and our recreation, is in dire 

need of healing. It seems strange to me that our water management district treats the river 

with only one method, which is not working effectively. Why persist in managing a river 

with a treatment that is ineffective? That is like a physician treating a patient with only 

one type of medication and when that medication doesn’t alleviate the condition, the 

physician insists on continuing the same treatment anyway, in the hopes that eventually 

the patient will recover his health. 

 

Since 1986, the American Rivers organization, a nation-wide river advocacy group, has 

released their America’s Most Endangered Rivers report, which highlights the rivers most 

poised to take a turn for the worse in the coming year. The Caloosahatchee River Citizens 

Association-Riverwatch has nominated the Caloosahatchee as one of the most 

endangered rivers for 2006. If our river is included in this report, its plight will be 

brought to the attention of legislators and public policy holders. With such knowledge, it 

is hoped that alternative, effective solutions to our river’s problems will be expedited and 

implemented, before it is too late. 
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The Caloosahatchee River is a vitally important natural resource that impacts on the lives 

of residents in four counties. It provides drinking water for much of the population, 

serves as a recreational outlet for boaters and fishermen, supports a diverse marine and 

wildlife population, serves as flood control for the eastern section of Lee County and 

affects five national wildlife refuges. The river contributes 2 billion dollars a year to 

tourism through recreational use of the river and riverside cultural events. The 

Caloosahatchee is a priceless treasure which we must safeguard and restore. 


