
Reducing runoff: Ranchers implement BMPs; 
Ranchers work to limit runoff 
 
By Audrey Blackwell, Okeechobee News 
 
Agriculture has been pinpointed as a major contributor to the current crisis of the Lake 
Okeechobee Watershed. 
 
In a nutshell, the crisis comprises three main features: excessive phosphorus loading, harmful 
high water levels, and rapid expansion of exotic plants." (Source: South Florida Water 
Management District (SFWMD) Environmental Report, March 1, 2006, Vol. 1, Chapter 1A, page 
8.) 
 
In addition to prevalent rain in this subtropical region, fingers have pointed to agriculture as a 
major player in adding to the lake's woes because 65 percent of the county's landscape lies in 
agricultural growth and pastures. A sizeable portion of agriculture is devoted to beef and dairy 
cattle. So it is not surprising that when a heavy phosphorus content was found in the lake, heads 
turned to the cattle industry. 
 
However, from the early days when "scrub" cattle roamed freely until modern times when cattle 
are fenced in or held in containment barns, cattle have been a vital part of the area's history, and 
continue as a mainstay of the local economy. 
 
While there are varying theories of how cattle arrived here, several authors have attributed 
Florida cattle to the Spaniards who settled the area. In 1513, Ponce de Leon came to Florida and 
left. He returned in 1521 with cattle and horses, according to the Florida Cattlemen's Association 
website. Spanish explorers made Florida America's oldest cattle-raising state, their report 
continued. 
 
"No other part of our country had cattle until the Pilgrims brought more in 1625," the report said. 
 
According to the November 1992 publication "75th Anniversary, The Colorful Past of 
Okeechobee," by Twila Valentine, by the 1870s, cattle herds ranged in size from 5,000 to 50,000 
head. She quoted Alfred J. and Kathryn A. Hanna as writing in their 1948 book, "Lake 
Okeechobee: Wellspring of the Everglades," that "Rustling was prevalent throughout the state 
because the state had open range and cattle roamed freely through the trackless expanses." 
 
Frank "Sonny" Williamson, president of Williamson Cattle Company on U.S. 441 N, attributed the 
first cattle in Florida to the Spanish when St. Augustine was founded in 1565. He said the cattle 
used to roam free because there was no fence law in the state until the late 1930s or 1940s. He 
recalled a time in Pinellas County when cows would lie on the highway at night and people had to 
watch out for them when driving their automobiles. 
 
Today, beef cattle in Okeechobee County total 70,000 head, according to the 2005 Florida 
Agricultural Statistics Directory, which ranks the county number two in the state for beef cattle. All 
cattle and calves on Florida farms and ranches, as of January 1, 2005, including dairy cattle, 
totaled 1,740,000, unchanged from 2004. Okeechobee County is ranked number one for all cattle 
in the state. According to the National Cattlemen's Beef Association (NCBA), beef is the number 
one protein in America. 
 
Dairy cattle came much later to the area and today total 33,000 head in Okeechobee County, 
which ranks the county number one in the state for milk cows. Milk production in the county for 
2005 was 58,002,278 gal., and 25 percent of the state's milk production is from Okeechobee 
County, according to Maggie Murphy of Southeast Milk, Inc. in Belleview. 



 
According to Louis "Red" Larson, owner of Larson's Dairy, a few dairies were in the area before 
1955, but the first dairy farms that relocated here from Dade, Broward and Palm Beach counties 
did so in the mid-1950s. He bought his first property in Highlands County in the Lake 
Okeechobee Basin in 1961 and built his first barn there in 1964. He no longer owns that property. 
He said it was too close to the Kissimmee River, a sampling site for SFWMD, and had too many 
environmental problems. The property is now used for citrus farming. Mr. Larson bought a second 
farm in 1968, another in 1971 in Basinger, another in 1980, and property east of town in 1982 that 
was an already existing dairy farm. 
 
Things ran pretty smoothly for dairy farmers up until the mid-1980s when water managers noticed 
increased phosphorus inputs from the northern watershed that were traced to animal agricultural 
activities. 
 
High phosphorus loads had already accumulated over 60 years, according to the SFWMD 
website, and they reported 30,000 tons of phosphorus at the bottom of the lake in the form of soft 
organic mud. They said the lake is shallow, and the mud mixes with the water column every time 
strong winds blow across the lake surface, keeping the phosphorus concentration high. In the 
end, submerged plant beds cannot get the light they need to grow, and phosphorus may 
stimulate the growth of cattail along the edge of the littoral zone. 
 
Other factors contribute to the lake environment, but in the 1980s the state began looking at cattle 
ranching and dairy farming operations to make improvements in the balance of nutrients running 
off of farms into ditches, canals, rivers, streams and, ultimately, Lake Okeechobee. Many cattle 
ranchers and dairy farmers began implementing best management practices (BMPs) 10 years 
ago and began fencing their cattle away from waterways. 
 
Mr. Williamson said Florida legislators passed a law stating that in no case shall nutrients be 
allowed to enter a body of state water that causes an imbalance of the natural flora or fauna. On 
the federal level came the Clean Water Act of 1972, and the EPA began monitoring waterways 
more stringently;  in Florida, the Department of Environmental Protection adopted the 
Comprehensive Nutrient Balance Plan that affects all of agriculture, inclusive of dairy and beef 
cattle farmers. It expands on the Florida Dairy Rule, said Mr. Larson. 
 
In 1987, the state passed the Dairy Rule and the requirement for dairy farmers to implement 
BMPs to reduce the amount of nutrient runoff from their farms. Following the rule caused a 
financial hardship for many dairymen. Mr. Larson said that out of 45 dairies that were operating in 
the Lake Okeechobee Basin in 1987, only 19 dairies remain. Many sold out or moved their 
operation to other states that do not have the same environmental concerns as South Florida. 
 
What moved beef cattle toward Okeechobee, according to Mr. Williamson, was the people 
footprint. He said that people first came to Fort Basinger because there was transportation 
available, and they brought cattle with them. 
 
"They could travel by steamboat to Kissimmee," he said. 
 
While the first white settlers, Arthur and Thomas Daughtrey, were recorded in Basinger and later 
others settled in Fort Drum - people settled around forts - Peter Raulerson is credited with being 
Okeechobee's first cattleman, according to Mr. Williamson. He said Mr. Raulerson moved to the 
Taylor Creek area called Tantie in 1896. 
 
"There was an area of Taylor Creek that ran to the Kissimmee River called 'the bend.' Mr. 
Raulerson would put his cattle in the water there without fences so he could keep track of them," 
Mr. Williamson said. 
 



It goes almost without question that cattle are raised in rural areas such as Okeechobee County, 
and for good reason. Wes Williamson, Sonny's son, said that it's a matter of economics and is 
driven by increasing urbanization. As people move in and develop an area as an urban setting, 
farmers and ranchers move out because the price of land increases beyond the break-even point 
of farming. 
 
"Sometimes the increased land value is the biggest part of a rancher's income when he sells it," 
Sonny Williamson said. He continued: "Cattlemen are land rich and cattle poor. Cattle do not 
provide a good return on the investment, less than one percent. But some ranches that are in the 
third and fourth generations have huge values now because land values have increased." 
 
All of the beef raised in the county and the entire state of Florida is exported out of state to 
finishers because there are no beef processing plants in Florida. As Mr. Williamson put it, it is 
less expensive to send the cattle out to the food supply than it is to grow the feed. 
 
Milk, on the other hand, is a locally used commodity and 100 percent of the milk produced in 
Florida stays within the state. According to Mr. Larson, milk processors are more concerned with 
availability of milk than with price. He said when they arrive at work at 4 a.m., they want to see 
milk trucks lining their driveways. 
 
Water use by the beef and dairy cattle industry is negligible, according to both Mr. Larson and Mr. 
Williamson, and hard to measure. So too is the runoff from farms in terms of quantity of water. 
Beef cattle use rainwater and drink from a pond. Few cattle farmers irrigate. 
 
Dairy cows drink fresh water in the confinement barns and milking parlors, or pastures for those 
that are not in confinement barns. Art Darling, executive director of Sunshine State Milk 
Producers, said there is a national estimate of 135 gallons of water per day per dairy cow for 
drinking and cleaning. Excreted waste is often re-circulated by means of retention ponds and 
lagoons and may be treated with chemicals to reduce phosphorus and used for irrigation. 
 
Dairy cows graze on fields that are not irrigated. Some dairies use a spray field and center pivot 
system that takes water from a third stage lagoon that is minus nutrients. Water runoff flows by 
gravity to the lowest area via ditches and natural systems to the lake and eventually to the ocean. 
 
Many cattle ranchers and dairy farmers are putting a lot of time and money into BMPs that better 
contain water on their land and reduces phosphorus and other nutrients before it runs off. They all 
are engaged in extensive record keeping and reporting of their activities to state regulatory 
agencies. 
 
John Folks with the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, said that on 
dairies, the cost to put cows in confinement is tremendously high, but it has a cost-share 
program, almost a 50/50 split with the state. Dairies run $2 mil for 400 cows just for barns and a 
waste management system, and all dairies have to do all that is required to keep nutrients out of 
the waterways. 
 
"If the dairy wants to stay in business, the owner will have to do it," he said. 
 
Mr. Folks said that if a dairy went to confinement years ago, it just has to do improvements and 
that shouldn't be so expensive. But if one is pasturing cows and has to go to confinement barns, it 
will be very expensive. However, grazing cows can be done, but he believes doing so is rare. 
 
One BMP that both dairymen and cattle ranchers use is ensuring that cattle are fed only the 
amount of phosphorus-containing feed that they need for production, growth and reproduction. 
  
No doubt, the ecology of the Lake Okeechobee Basin has changed greatly over the past 30 
years. According to Missie Barletto, with SFWMD, there has been an impact in the watershed 



from agriculture, urban growth, and the Herbert Hoover Dike. With a sandy bottom to the lake, 
native plants are not allowed to bloom, and exotic plants, such as water hyacinths and water 
lettuce floated into the lake. Also, torpedo grass that was planted for grazing during the dry 
season before fences were built is still at the lake. In the past, cows could graze at the lake edge. 
 
The local economy benefits greatly from the dairy and beef cattle industries. Mrs. Barletto 
revealed results from a recently conducted study, not yet released, that showed gross full- and 
part-time work in Okeechobee as 18.4 percent between 1990 and 2002, compared to 35.17 
percent in the state. The average earnings per job in Florida totaled 49.7 percent compared to 
37.9 percent in Okeechobee County at that time. In 2002, Okeechobee job earnings were 
$18,818 per capita compared to $29,758 in the state. More than 25 percent of jobs in 
Okeechobee County were directly dependent on farming, compared to three percent for the state, 
and that includes related industries, such as feed supply, transportation, and farming equipment 
supply. 
 
Okeechobee County is known as a hub of farm equipment and supplies, and has the largest 
livestock market in the state. 


