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Near-billion-dollar project not enough, Audubon says  
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A plan to replicate nature north of Lake Okeechobee will double in cost to nearly $1 billion, but it 
won't put an end to the billions of gallons of polluted water flushed from the lake to the 
Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries. 
 
As a part of the $10.8 billion Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan, the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers, along with the South Florida Water Management District, are close to settling on a 
$920 million plan to build two reservoirs and a marsh north of the lake to capture and treat 
stormwater. 
 
When the Lake Okeechobee Watershed project was originally envisioned as part of Everglades 
Restoration in 2000, the Army Corps estimated it would cost $465 million. 
 
While today's new price tag is twice as hefty, it will not provide enough reservoirs or treatment 
marshes to stop large volumes of polluted water from gushing into Lake Okeechobee. When the 
lake level shoots up it threatens the structural integrity of the Herbert Hoover Dike and the Corps 
sends that water to sea, where it damages oyster beds, sea grasses and fisheries in the coastal 
estuaries. 
 
"This project isn't big enough to solve our problems," said Paul Gray, Lake Okeechobee 
watershed program director for Audubon of Florida. 
 
In a recent letter to the group of scientists and policy-makers responsible for evaluating 
restoration plans, Audubon of Florida criticized the lake project as insufficient to meet Everglades 
restoration goals, which are to restore, preserve and protect South Florida's ecosystems while 
also meeting regional water demands. 
 
Audubon and South Florida Water Management District representatives will make presentations 
on the Lake Okeechobee Watershed project to Lee County leaders Monday at 1:30 p.m. in the 
County Commission meeting room in Fort Myers. 
 
Critics say all Everglades projects, not just the one north of Lake Okeechobee, are weighted 
toward water supply instead of wildlife habitat and clean water. 
 
"This is supposed to be Everglades restoration. It is not supposed to be a scam for water supply," 
said Wayne Daltry, director of Lee County Smart Growth. Daltry also serves on the group that 
evaluates restoration plans. 
 
The Corps is in the last stages of weighing three different projects it could build north of the lake 
to alleviate pollution and water quantity problems. 
 
Dennis Duke, restoration program manager for the Army Corps office in Jacksonville, said the 
Corps is leaning toward the second-most expensive $920 million project because it would provide 
the quantity of water storage and treatment that was deemed necessary in 2000. 
 
But those water quantity and treatment goals were based on climate data that did not take into 
account Florida's occasional cycles of extremely wet weather, Gray said. The past two summers 
have been prime examples of the volume of rain capable of falling on South Florida. 
 
The project would store and treat enough water to take eight inches off the lake. Last year and 
the year before, however, enough rain fell on the region to raise the lake six feet. 



 
Last year water managers flushed 696 billion gallons of water down the Caloosahatchee River 
and 268 billion gallons down the St. Lucie Canal because it could not be contained in the lake. 
 
"If this weather pattern lasts and this is what we build, we may have significant problems after this 
project's done," Gray said. 
 
Without more marshlands or reservoirs, the excess water will continue to rush across the land, 
carrying urban dirt, fertilizers and animal waste into the rivers that flow to the lake. 
 
Audubon is suggesting the Corps reconsider the plan it is leaning toward or add to it significantly. 
 
Gray said he is not suggesting the termination of the project.  
 
"This is a reasonable start. The project has good features, but clearly it's not enough to get to 
what we all need," Gray said. 
 
Daltry said he's not suggesting abandonment of restoration either, but rather a new approach that 
gives the ecosystem a higher priority. 
 
By relying on the restoration plans that were adopted in 2000, Daltry said, the Army Corps is still 
working off 1947 concepts that take a highly managed approach to water storage and movement. 
The natural system, he said, doesn't work that way. 
 
"Ecosystem management really hasn't entered into the discussion," Daltry said. "We're still in the 
heavily engineered system, and the heavily engineered system when it fails has dramatic 
ecosystem consequences." 
 
Gray said a combination of additional projects to improve the Kissimmee River and the Chain of 
Lakes will help Lake Okeechobee. He also said he hopes the Corps will find more places where 
storage and treatment can be built into the system, even if it means entering into partnerships 
with private property owners instead of buying land outright. 
 
"We're just going to have to try to get every project going that we can, to add up to what we want 
to do," Gray said. 
 
Duke said the Corps recognizes the Lake Okeechobee project might need to be larger. While 
restoration plans unfold and while projects are in the works, Corps scientists will conduct studies 
to determine exactly how much more storage is needed and where that storage should be added 
throughout the Everglades system from the Chain of Lakes to Florida Bay and east and west to 
the estuaries. 
 
"What we're trying to do is to not slow these projects down," Duke said. "We'll be coming back to 
the Lake Okeechobee watershed." 
 
David Unsell, the water management district's lead project manager for Everglades restoration, 
said storage needs above Lake Okeechobee will eventually be met. 
 
"Ultimately the state will provide a project that's appropriate to the storage needs north of the lake 
and the water quality improvement needs north of the lake," Unsell said. "I wouldn't be too 
pessimistic." 
 
Since the Lake Okeechobee project was first envisioned, land values have skyrocketed and 
hurricanes have left behind a significant warning that the project might need fine-tuning. 
 



Rising land values alone forced project managers to take another look at reducing overall costs, 
but by the time managers found ways to make the project more efficient, the savings was 
negated by further escalating property costs, Unsell said. 
 
He said senior officials with the water management district, the Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection and the Corps called for even more efficiency. 
 
Unsell said the project is not compromised, but it is a more challenging sell to senior leadership, 
political representatives and taxpayers. 
 
Gray said he realizes project managers at the Corps and the water management district would 
like a bigger project that solves all of South Florida's environmental ills. But he said decision-
makers should be careful to not sacrifice a project's effectiveness for cost-efficiency. 
 
The closer the project comes to bringing the lake into compliance with state pollution standards 
and improving wildlife habitat and the more it reduces dangerous water levels in the lake and 
damaging releases to the estuary, the more effective it will be. 
 
"If you look at cost-efficiency, you can almost decide it's not efficient to restore the estuaries or 
this lake," Gray said. 
 
Unsell said the Corps and the District are listening to Audubon's recommendations and will 
continue to look for ways to improve the Lake Okeechobee project as it moves forward. 
 
"While future analysis may indicate we may need more storage, that is not a good reason to not 
go ahead with the storage we are envisioning right now," Unsell said. "This may be as big a bite 
as we are able to take right now." 


