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Lake O releases stir up regrets as drought lasts

By Robert P. King
http://www.palmbeachpost.com/localnews/content/local_news/epaper/2007/05/28/m1a_LakeO_0528.html
Nineteen months ago, saddled with drowning marshes, a weakened dike and a record-breaking hurricane season, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers got to work on an urgent task: dumping billions of gallons of water from Lake Okeechobee.

At the time, it didn't just seem reasonable; it seemed necessary.

Now South Florida water managers see that point in late October 2005 as a much different milestone: the start of a crippling drought.

The region has received barely a year's worth of rain since Hurricane Wilma, causing water levels to plunge in the lake, the Everglades and coastal well fields. Florida received nothing like the active storm season that hurricane experts were predicting last year, when the corps unleashed its floodgates and water managers approved more modest releases toward Florida's west coast.

The dumping took about 1.5 feet off the lake, or roughly 150 billion to 200 billion gallons, based on the corps' and water managers' estimates. That's a fraction of what the lake lost to evaporation, but still enough to meet West Palm Beach's needs for at least 14 years.

Now that people cannot water their lawns more than once a week, farmers and other critics call last year's lake dumping a major blunder, and even some board members of the South Florida Water Management District have tried to distance themselves from the decision.

"Did we complain back then? Yes," said Barbara Miedema, spokeswoman for the Sugar Cane Growers Cooperative of Florida. "Did they do it anyway? Yes."

But Audubon of Florida lake expert Paul Gray said that releasing the water was the only responsible move after the Herbert Hoover Dike's weaknesses became apparent. Wilma carved dramatic gouges in parts of the leaky dike, and later a state-hired engineering panel labeled the earthen dike a "grave and imminent danger" to human life.

Until the corps fixes the dike, Gray said, residents and growers must accept an increased risk of shortages.

"Reality checks are painful," Gray said. 

Mainly, employees at both agencies call the past year a lesson in the freakish extremes of South Florida's climate. They also must deal with a lake that yo-yos wildly beyond their control and the limits of a flawed drainage system.

For many years, the agencies have allowed lake levels to soar to ecologically ruinous levels, wiping out valuable fish habitat and eroding the leaky dike. In 2000 and last year, they sought to undo that havoc by releasing more water than their usual rules called for - only to collide each time with unexpectedly dry weather.

Even without last year's releases, water managers insist, the region would be facing shortages because of dwindling coastal wells and dryness in the Everglades, South Florida's primary reservoir.

"Would we be in shortages today? Yes, we would - absolutely," said Susan Sylvester, the district's operations control director.

A more telling statistic, she said, is the 19- to 25-inch rainfall deficit that crucial parts of Florida's interior have experienced since Wilma.

"Give me back that 19 inches of rain and we would be even," Sylvester said. 

Corps restoration chief Dennis Duke agreed: "Had it been a normal wet season, it would not be an issue today."

It did not help that the federal Climate Prediction Center was calling for "above-normal" rain as recently as three months ago. A memo last year from Col. Robert Carpenter, the corps' Florida leader at the time, also cited Colorado State University researcher William Gray's forecast of an active 2006 hurricane season.

"Given that forecast, given that you've got a dike that's in trouble, you're going to err on the side of protecting health and safety," Duke said.

Once the immediate post-Wilma glut was past, the corps' main reason for lowering the lake was to ease the damage to its waterlogged fish habitat, Carpenter wrote at the time. His memo predicted a less than 10 percent chance of a water shortage.

From Feb. 16 to April 25, 2006, the corps made five releases of foul lake water into the St. Lucie Canal and the Caloosahatchee River. The releases lowered the lake about half a foot while outraging river advocates on both coasts.

The water district's staff endorsed the releases, at least at the beginning. "Every effort should be made to lower lake levels," district environmental advisers wrote in a memo Feb. 28, 2006.

Once the corps stopped, the district approved much smaller releases from April to July 2006. Those flowed west into the Caloosahatchee River, where the district said the fresh water would aid the river's grassy habitat.

The district OK'd a final round into the Caloosahatchee from December until February, partly to aid the river's ecology and partly to protect wells in Lee County from salt water.

A year earlier, then-Gov. Jeb Bush had endorsed the general goal of lower levels, even giving one of his ecological initiatives the acronym LOER, for "Lake Okeechobee and Estuary Recovery." Bush renewed the call in late April 2006 after the state's dike panel issued its report.

Even so, some of Bush's appointees on the water district's board now say it was a mistake to dump so much.

"We wouldn't be in the position we're in today with cutbacks if we still had that water in the lake," board member Malcolm "Bubba" Wade, an executive with United States Sugar Corp., said during a meeting in March.

Believe it or not, Sylvester said, water managers may confront the same choice again within a few months. 

She spins this scenario: What if we get a tropical storm before mid-August, increasing lake levels, including runoff, by about 5 feet just before the peak of hurricane season? Normal rules may call for the agencies to dump the lake again for safety's sake, but should they risk more shortages?

"It's going to be really difficult to make the right call," Sylvester said. "Do we keep the water or do we let it go?"
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