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“While there is no question that much progress has been made — with faster response and more support from Congress and the Corps
of Engineers we could be further along.”

— Dr. Darren Rumbold, director of the Coastal Watershed Institute and professor of Marine Science

WATER

From page 1

the consequences of not getting the
water right — due to early engineering
of the region’s wetlands — has become
increasingly problematic.

At stake include the toxic blue-green
algal blooms that wreak havoc on coastal
industries alongside the Caloosahatchee
and St. Lucie Estuaries and inland on
Lake Okeechobee; saltwater intrusion
in the enormous Biscayne Aquifer that 5
million people in Palm Beach, Broward
and Miami-Dade counties rely on for
potable water; flood protection as the
effects of sea level rise and rapid popu-
lation growth converge; and a degraded
ecosystem of plant and animal life.

A restored system is designed to cre-
ate a healthy environment that is resil-
ient to these problems and therefore
supports a strong economy as well.

CERP is the largest part of this Ever-
glades restoration plan. Approved by
the Water Resources Development Act
0f 2000, it includes 68 interlocking com-
ponents, some of them major long-term
projects in their own right.

The plan is also reliant on many
“non-CERP” but foundational projects
that are crucial to the overall success of
the restoration. The agencies that plan
it aim to clean polluted water while also
being able to move it across the land in
huge volumes, depending on the time
of year.

More or less the whole thing could
be complete after 2030, according to
the official Integrated Delivery Sched-
ule, a living document that is regularly
updated. Some of the major restora-
tion projects are just now, after several
decades, beginning to reach completion
and produce environmental benefits
that suggest our system is resilient, such
as wading birds and wildlife returning
to the Kissimmee River floodplain or
the Picayune Strand.

But getting the federal government
— which shares the cost of restoration
with Florida — to supply adequate and
timely funding has been a challenge
in the past and will be crucial to the
ongoing project, planners say. Studies
show that the more we invest upfront
in restoration, the less it will cost in the
long run.

“We need consistent funding and
bipartisan leadership at the state and
federal levels to keep restoration on
track,” said Marisa Carrozzo, Everglades
& Water Policy manager for the Conser-
vancy of Southwest Florida. “We have
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The RECOVER program, the scientific arm of CERP, serves to assess Everglades restoration
progress throughout the South Florida ecosystem.

multi-million dollar
restoration projects
that are going to be
in various stages of
planning, construc-
tion and implementa-
tion, and that’s going
to be accelerating
over the next couple
of years. We're see-
ing the need to sig-
nificantly invest even
more in Everglades restoration to keep
it on track. The bottom line is, the lon-
ger restoration takes the more expen-
sive it is, and the more we invest now,
the less it will cost in the long run.”
The total estimated cost continues
to balloon to an estimated $23.2 billion,
some $6.8 billion more than the previ-
ous estimate five years ago (though
more than $2 billion of that increase was
due to inflation).
Of the projected $23.2 billion, $3.2 bil-
lion has been allocated so far, $1.3 billion
of it during the last five fiscal years.

CARROZZ0

The Report to Congress

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
the project’s lead builder, and partner
agencies are required to report to Con-
gress on the progress of Everglades
Restoration every five years, including
both CERP and its related non-CERP
“Foundation” projects.

Here is a look at the progress of seven
of the most important (out of more than
50) projects at the center of restoration
plans as they are described in the fourth
Report to Congress on Everglades Res-
toration, covering July 2015 to June 2020
— a glance at where we are headed on
this decades-long scientific, socio-eco-

nomic and political journey to recover
historic waterflow.

Scholars at Florida Gulf Coast Univer-
sity with its new Water School, an inter-
disciplinary facility used to research the
region’s water quality issues, agree that
the Report to Congress is a testament
to both crucial advances as well as the
need for bipartisan funding support for
CERP programs.

“While there is no question that
much progress has been made — with
faster response and more support from
Congress and the Corps of Engineers
we could be further
along,” said Dr. Dar-
ren Rumbold, direc-
tor of the Coastal
Watershed Institute
and professor of
Marine Science.

Ecology & Envi-
ronmental Stud-
ies professor and
USGA Emeritus,
Dr. Barry H. Rosen,
said: “Going back
to the bigger pic-
ture, I think every-
one agrees great
progress has been
made. Should we
make more progress,
should it be faster?
Yes. There’s no
question.”

Over this last five
year period, several harmful blue-green
algae outbreaks in coastal estuaries that
hurt major industries, including tour-
ism, real estate and fishing, put pressure
on political leaders to move forward
more quickly with the planning and

ROSEN
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construction of reservoirs and Storm-
water Treatment marshes that could
help control the problem by reduc-
ing the need for discharges from Lake
Okeechobee. The Corps must control
the amount of water in the Lake because
if it gets too full it could be at risk of
breaching the aging Herbert Hoover
Dike, which is under repair.

While the increased activity to build
reservoirs and treatment marshes is
a good thing, Dr. Rosen says, he also
warns that there is no “silver bullet” to
controlling these discharges. But they
can, along with other CERP projects,
help the Corps reduce them.

“The best that CERP is going to be
able to do is cut back on the amount
of times that you have to discharge the
water east and west, when you have all
these reservoirs in place,” he said. “But
if those reservoirs get too full and they
have to discharge and they are building
up their own nutrient load from agricul-
tural runoff, you could have a bloom in
those reservoirs as well. So there’s no
silver bullet.”

Everglades Agricultural Area

Reservoir

Everglades restoration requires an
enormous amount of water storage
capacity in the form of reservoirs, along
with Stormwater Treatment Areas or
man-made marshes that help clean the
water, all around Lake O. But the EAA
Reservoir Project is seen by many as the
heart of Everglades Restoration.

It has been planned south of Lake
O in the Everglades Agricultural Area,
700,000 acres that the federal govern-
ment in 1948 set aside for agricultural
development and now an area con-
trolled mostly by sugar cane farming
businesses.

Such reservoir projects are seen as
one of the best ways to control harm-
ful algae blooms, among other benefits.
After federal and state funding came
through, a planned 10,100-acre EAA
Reservoir to be complete by 2028 and
6,500-acre Stormwater Treatment Area
set to be complete in December 2023
are being built. The $1.8 billion project
will be coordinated with the Central
Everglades Planning Project, a large
suite of CERP developments designed
to redirect water flows south.

The Central Planning Project and
the EAA Reservoir “provide necessary
infrastructure to meet the CERP goals
for clean water flow to the central Ever-
glades and further the ongoing restora-
tion of the Southern Everglades and
Florida Bay,” said assistant secretary of
the Army, R.D. James, in the Report to
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Congress. “These projects will reduce
the releases from Lake Okeechobee to
the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee estu-
aries by capturing, storing, and cleaning
and re-directing that water to the Ever-
glades where it is needed.”

But not all scientists agree that the
plan we are now moving forward with
will adequately protect the Everglades
and control discharges to the estuar-
ies. The reservoir is not big enough to
handle the volumes of water it should
and even at this limited capacity, the
Stormwater Treatment marsh the state
is now building is not big enough clean
the water from the
reservoir, says a 2018

paper published
in the journal Eco-
logical  Engineer-

ing by Dr. William
J. Mitsch, director
of Everglades Wet-
land Research Park
and Juliet C. Sproul
Chair for Southwest

Florida Habitat Resto-
ration and Management at Florida Gulf
Coast University.

The reservoir and water treatment
system now being built would be able
to move on average 121 billion gallons
of water per year south. To put that
in perspective, Dr. Mitsch points out
that 819 billion gallons of water were
discharged down the St. Lucie and
Caloosahatchee estuaries in 2016, an
El Nino flooding year. Even on aver-
age between 2008 and 2017, more
than 360 billion gallons per year were
discharged down the estuaries.

And the water quality treatment
capacity is woefully inadequate for
the volumes of water the reservoir
holds, Dr. Mitsch argues. The current
project calls for a 6,500-acre Storm-
water Treatment marsh alongside the
reservoir, while Dr. Mitsch estimates
that the system needs at least 43,000
acres and an available 100,000 acres
would be even better. Otherwise, the
water sent south could end up pollut-
ing Everglades National Park.

An environmental advocacy group
based in Stuart, Friends of the Ever-
glades, supports Dr. Mitsch’s conclu-
sions.

“We believe that (the EAA Res-
ervoir and STA project) has been
shrunken down too much,” said
executive director Eve Samples. “We
believe it needs to be larger to truly
move adequate amounts of water
south from Lake Okeechobee and
clean it so it can reach the southern
Everglades and Florida Bay, and to
really bring meaningful relief to the
estuaries that have been receiving
water (from Lake O) like a relief valve
(and have been) treated like a sewer,
really, for many decades.”

Still, the reservoir and STA remain
a key restoration project. The U.S.
Army Corps and South Florida Water
Management officials call it “essential
to the health and ultimate recovery of
the Everglades.”

“Is it the final increment of what
we need south of (Lake O)?” asks Ms.
Carrozzo with the Conservancy. “I
think we need to build upon what we
have right now...

“We certainly support the project
going forward with the understanding
that we need all the (CERP) projects
working together to actually achieve
the full benefits. It’s an important
project for both of the coasts as well
as getting water south.”

MITSCH

Caloosahatchee River C-43
West Basin Storage Reservoir
and C-44 Reservoir

Two major reservoirs and water
treatment areas to the east and west
of Lake O are under construction,

in 2024, respectively. They are also
expected to help control blue-green
algal blooms and balance water salinity
to protect plants and wildlife.

“When complete in the next report-
ing period, these two reservoirs will
provide much needed relief to the St.
Lucie and Caloosahatchee estuaries,”
said Dr. Petty, assistant secretary for the
Army of Water and Science, in a letter
accompanying the Report to Congress.

The C-44 Reservoir and STA with
50,600 acre-feet of water storage, expect-
ed to be complete this year, is designed
to reduce pollution and improve salinity
in the St. Lucie Estuary and the south-
ern portion of the Indian River Lagoon.

Construction of the C-43 Reservoir
will store approximately 170,000 acre-
feet of water. It is designed to help
reduce the volume of discharges from
Lake O to the Caloosahatchee Estuary
during the wet season and provide a
source of freshwater flow to the estuary
during the dry season to help balance
salinity levels. Construction began on
the dam embankment and other struc-
tures a few years ago and it is expected
to be complete in 2024.

Picayune Strand
Restoration Project

After more than two decades, the
first CERP project is finally about 80%
complete, which will restore a natural
way in to the 10,000 Islands National
Wildlife Refuge area. The project rees-
tablishes natural water flow across 85
square miles drained in the early 1960s
for a failed development connected to
Golden Gate and restores more than
55,000 acres of natural habitat in the
Picayune Strand in Collier County and
adjacent public lands. The improved
water flow also reduces large salinity
fluctuations in coastal estuaries. Native
species have begun to return to the area
such as the threatened wood stork and
endangered Florida panther.

Herbert Hoover
Dike Repair

A rehabilitation of the aging 143-mile
long Herbert Hoover Dike, which rings
Lake O, is scheduled to be complete by
2022, the Report to Congress says. It is
considered one of the non-CERP but
Foundational Everglades Restoration

projects that CERP depends upon.

The dike as it stands now was com-
pleted in the 1960s. It has protected
towns that sit in its shadow for many
years but eventually started to break
down and put them at risk. They are
in danger when the water level in Lake
O gets too full or is pressed by a hur-
ricane’s storm surge. When there is
too much water in the lake, the Corps
can discharge water down the St. Lucie
and Caloosahatchee Rivers, which has
caused toxic algal blooms in coastal
estuaries but keeps residents in central
Florida towns such as Clewiston and
Belle Glade safe from a possible breach.
During the last several years, USACE
said it has already fixed many of the
culverts that pose the greatest risk to a
breach.

Modified Water Deliveries

This non-CERP but foundational
project called Mod Waters is complete.
It will help support wading bird popula-
tions and fish and wildlife resources,
and restore natural ridge and slough
formations, officials say, by improv-
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such as the retum of the threatened wood stork and
colonies along the Kissimmee River floodplain.

. Over the last five years, progress has been made on these Everglades restoration projects taking place throughout the 18,000-square mile eco-
expected to be complete this year and  gygtem, stretching from the Kissimmee River region near Orlando south to the Florida Keys.
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This map shows a part of the South Florida ecosystem where federal and state agencies are

working to restore the characteristics and paths of historic waterflow.
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