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Bureaucracy has slammed the door on scientists,  fishermen and private property owners who 
have a  stake in environmental restoration projects around Lake Okeechobee. 
 
For three years, Paul Gray, an Audubon of  Florida biologist, participated in meetings where the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the  South Florida Water Management District made  critical 
Lake Okeechobee restoration decisions. 
 
Six months ago, however, Gray received an e-mail from a Corps project manager telling him 
Corps rules no longer allowed him to participate in or attend the meetings. 
 
"It's our government. They're doing stuff that's going to affect us," Gray said. "To actively tell me I 
can't participate or even listen is not good." 
 
The new rule also forbids the attendance by representatives from Lykes Brothers, a company that 
owns property that could be needed for reservoirs and treatment marshes that would clean water 
before it enters Lake Okeechobee. 
 
Joe Collins, an engineer with Lykes Brothers who used to participate in the meetings, said he 
could not comment on the situation. 
 
Dennis Duke, restoration program manager for the Army Corps, likened the meetings Audubon 
wants to attend to staff meetings at a private company. 
 
"I'm not sure if there is a misunderstanding," Duke said. "We have a lot of internal meetings. I do 
not expect the editor of the Naples Daily News to invite me to his staff meetings." 
 
At the meetings, Corps and district engineers and scientists talk about the same things they used 
to talk about in project delivery team meetings that were open to the public last year, Gray said. 
 
"They hide behind this blizzard of obscure rules. They changed the rules and suddenly you can't 
go to the meetings anymore," Gray said. 
 
Gray now keeps tabs on developing restoration issues through sources at the Corps and the 
district who fill him in on discussions that took place in the meetings. 
 
Whether it's a conference call or in a board room, meeting attendees look at modeling runs, 
evaluate the cost-effectiveness of proposed projects and talk about specific project designs and 
priorities. They also talk about the placement of reservoirs, filter marshes and wetland restoration 
throughout South Florida. 
 
"When discussing alternatives, it's so important to hear what the conversations are," Gray said. 
 
Over the years, Audubon has criticized Everglades and Lake Okeechobee restoration projects as 
too small and has made suggestions on locations for reservoirs and treatment marshes. 
 



Groups such as Friends of Lake Okeechobee, Friends of Istokpoga, and SOS Florida Lakes also 
contributed to the meetings. 
 
Carroll Head, former president of Friends of  Lake Okeechobee, said he attended the meetings to 
urge the Corps to improve the lake's  fisheries by managing the lake at a lower water level. 
 
Duke said the change is the Corps' attempt at  making Everglades restoration more efficient and  
more transparent. He said the kinks are still being worked out. 
 
"We're going through an adjustment to get a  right fit," Duke said. "Paul's a great resource. I 
would not want him to be excluded." 
 
But for now, he is excluded and restoration plans are chugging along with less transparency. 
 
Lake Okeechobee watershed restoration is part of  the $10.8 billion Comprehensive Everglades  
Restoration Plan, which was passed by Congress  in 2000. The legislation governing CERP  
specifically notes the need for project delivery  team meetings to be open to the public. 
 
The meetings from which Gray and others have  been excluded take a similar format as the  
project delivery team meetings that were held  last year. The only difference is that  non-
government interests are not allowed to attend, he said.  
 
Duke said the public is free to attend regional  project delivery team meetings only.  Those 
meeting, however, are more like progress  reports, said Traci Romine, Everglades ecosystem  
policy director for Audubon of Florida. 
 
On behalf of Audubon of Florida, Romine sent a  letter Wednesday complaining about the lack of 
open decision-making to Duke and Carol Wehle,  executive director of the South Florida Water 
Management District. 
 
"I don't think we can make a positive  contribution if we're only given access to  updates and 
decisions that have already been  made," Romine said. "Shutting the door on us is  shutting the 
door on getting the best project that we can."  
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