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Dear Friends of America’s Everglades,
A year ago, we were talking about Hurricane Irma’s impacts and acknowledging the crucial role wetlands play
in the era of climate change and intensified storms. This year, South Florida didn’t face hurricanes but witnessed
toxic blue-green algal blooms and relentless red tide- making evident to residents, lawmakers, and visitors what
you and I have known for a while: Everglades restoration is the key to South Florida’s future.
But with the challenges in America’s Everglades came incredible successes that should fuel your resolve to
restoration:
• The EAA Reservoir south of Lake Okeechobee is fully authorized by state and federal officials. The reservoir is a significant piece of restoration
and Florida’s journey to bring our ecosystems back into equilibrium.
• Kissimmee River Restoration project damaged by Hurricane Irma received $900,000 in federal disaster funding, ensuring that completion of
this massive project remains on track for 2020.
• The second bridge in Tamiami Trail was inaugurated, providing great vistas of America’s Everglades to drivers along US-41 but also increasing
much-needed freshwater flows into Everglades National Park.
Just two days after the 2018 elections, the South Florida Water Management District tossed us a curve ball. They rushed into a secret lease
on land set aside for the EAA Reservoir and filed a motion in court to abandon a 30-year-old agreement protecting water quality in the
Everglades. Rest assured that our commitment to the Everglades is as solid now as it was when Audubon was founded at the turn of the 19th
century. We will not, under any circumstance, sacrifice water quality. Clean water is the underpinning of what defines the Greater Everglades
Ecosystem and Floridian’s way of life. With your support, we’re ready to defend it all the way.
For our birds,

Celeste De Palma
Director of Everglades Policy, Audubon Florida
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Lt. Col. Jennifer Reynolds
Recognized as 2018 Champion of
the Everglades by Audubon Florida
In recognition of her outstanding efforts on behalf of the America’s
Everglades, Audubon Florida honored Lt. Col. Jennifer Reynolds
as the 2018 Champion of the Everglades at this year’s Audubon
Assembly. Despite serving during one of the wettest periods
in Everglades history, Reynolds approached the challenge with
resolve, openness, innovation, and kindness. Audubon applauds
her strong leadership among stakeholders and attentiveness to the
impacts of water management decisions. Audubon looks forward to
continuing working with Lt. Col. Reynolds in her role as the Deputy
District Commander for South Florida with the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers.

Lt. Col. Jennifer Reynolds (U.S. Army) being recognized as the 2018 Champion of the
Everglades. Pictured with Audubon Florida Executive Director Julie Wraithmell (left)
and Director of Everglades Policy Celeste De Palma (right). Photo: Jayme Gershen
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Lake Okeechobee S.O.S. – A Healthy Lake is a Balanced Everglades
Florida’s greatest lake was in the news this year for all the wrong reasons. Record phosphorus inflows, persistent harmful blue-green
algal blooms, high water levels, and harmful estuary releases inundated Lake Okeechobee and the downstream ecosystems. But it didn’t
always used to be that way. Lake Okeechobee was once a healthy and vibrant biological hotspot. The healthy lake had so much birdlife
that Audubon funded armed wardens beginning in 1936 to protect its iconic wading birds. And, in 1938, Florida’s Governor and Cabinet
designated two areas on Lake Okeechobee as Wildlife Sanctuaries and entrusted Audubon with their protection. Eighty years later,
Audubon continues protecting these 29,000 acres of marsh areas. Now scientists and policy experts, not wardens, continue Audubon’s
fight to protect the liquid heart of America’s Everglades.

Bringing Lake Okeechobee back to full health is the key to a fully restored Greater Everglades Ecosystem with both water management and water
quality playing integral roles. Here’s what you need to know about the two most important issues facing the iconic Lake Okeechobee:
Water Levels in the Lake Must Protect Communities, Water Quality, and Wildlife
Lake Okeechobee’s watershed is five times the size of the actual lake. In fact, Lake Okeechobee receives water from as far north as Orlando and west
through the Lake Istokpoga and Fisheating Creek watersheds. With very wet events like heavy rains and hurricanes, the lake often experiences rapid
and uncontrolled rises in its water level. This, coupled with a shrunken Everglades footprint and manmade changes to the watershed, is why Everglades
restoration envisions additional water storage projects north, east, south and west of the lake.
The Army Corps of Engineers prefers low water levels for the safety of the Herbert Hoover Dike, which protects communities south of the lake from
flooding. State water managers, on the other hand, favor higher water levels to ensure ample water supply for farms and cities. This safety-vs-water
supply conundrum creates a tug-of-war that hurts the lake and the estuaries. Audubon scientists recommend a balanced approach that protects
people, wildlife, and Okeechobee’s 150 square miles of marshes. The lake’s water levels should range from 12 feet in the dry season to 15 feet in the wet
season. This range will provide larger freeboard against incoming storms, thus resulting in fewer discharges to the estuaries and reduced pressure on
the dike. The current lake management keeps the lake too deep, too often- hurting both Okeechobee and the estuaries. A new lake level management
planning process starts in 2019, and this is a top Audubon priority.
Better Management of Nutrient Pollution is Essential
Lake Okeechobee’s watershed is mostly agricultural. About half of the watershed is cattle ranches, and the rest is mixed with citrus, dairy farms, row
crops, and small towns. Decades of over-fertilizing in this agriculture-rich area created the high phosphorus flows into the lake today. Hurricane Irma’s
rains flooded the lake with water from the nutrient-rich area. This spurred the second highest phosphorus inflow on record and spawned the disastrous
2018 cyanobacteria blooms that left blue-green algae on Florida’s east and west coast beaches. More must be done to manage the nutrients flowing
into the lake.
Next year, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection will amend a decades-old plan aimed to achieve nutrient reduction into the lake by 2034.
Audubon will actively participate to ensure the plan significantly addresses the nutrient pollution plaguing the lake. Audubon experts believe the new
plan must include new projects, significant funding, and a combination of regulation enforcement and landowner incentives.

While algae was blanketing much of Lake Okeechobee during the summer of
2018, water in the lake’s marshes was clean and clear. Aquatic vegetation found
in marshes and wetlands naturally cleanse water, and the yellowish-brownish
material is periphyton- a sign of very low-nutrient water.
Photo: Dr. Paul Gray, Audubon Florida

Lake Okeechobee is one of the great natural resources of our nation. Its bass fishery is world famous, and its black crappie fishery can yield more fish
than the rest of Florida combined. The lake is also is critical for the endangered Everglade Snail Kite, is a migratory stopover for millions of birds, and
hosts a significant percent of wading bird nesting in the state. Any future decisions about Lake Okeechobee must carefully consider the impacts to
communities, wildlife, and the entire ecosystem. Audubon will be there for all of them.

Our multi-agency field crew
traveling along a restored wetland
(former roadway) in Picayune
Strand. Photo: Melissa Gonzalez

Audubon’s Western Everglades Research Center Guides Restoration
Over the summer, Audubon’s Western Everglades Research Center helped collect data on fish, frogs, and aquatic invertebrates in the Picayune Strand
Restoration Project. These wetland fauna tell scientists and project managers how restoration is going. Picayune Strand was the very first Comprehensive
Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP) project to be started back in 2007. Its goal is to restore 55,000 acres of an old subdivision called Golden Gate Estates
back into wetlands and habitat for Wood Storks, Florida Panthers, and other keystone Everglades wildlife.
Audubon scientists are encouraged by what they’ve seen on the ground: formerly dry wetlands filled with aquatic fauna- reestablishing wading bird
foraging grounds that haven’t been used for decades! Two six-foot-deep, miles-long canals plugged and hundreds of miles of roads removed. In addition to
the untold benefits for wildlife, the resulting rehydration of parched wetlands provides critical wet season water storage and reduces the risk of devastating
dry season wildfires in this region. When completed, more than 170,000 acres will be restored including downstream estuaries and neighboring public
lands.
This unprecedented restoration work demands guidance
from monitoring data to help project managers adapt and
learn as implementation progresses. Fish, crayfish, and frogs
are ecosystem indicators that respond quickly to changes in
hydrology. Picayune Strand will end up costing over $500 million
and data like these collected by Audubon and our partners at
Johnson Engineering, Inc. and Florida Gulf Coast University
are essential. This work is not just for Wood Storks and Florida
Panthers. Bringing back thousands of acres of high-functioning
wetlands is vital to protect our communities by:
•
•
•
Audubon conservation interns Randi
Bowman and Melissa Gonzalez collecting
aquatic macroinvertebrates at a long-term
monitoring site. Photo: Lee Martin

•

Buffering extreme flood events by storing and holding
water,
Cleaning and filtering water with its mosaic of plant
communities, reducing nutrients that exacerbate bluegreen algae and red tide,
Supporting natural fire regimes and helping
prevent large, catastrophic wildfires, and
Countering the effects of a changing climate and sea
level rise.

While providing important restoration progress data on the Picayune Strand Restoration Project, Audubon is also keeping an eye on another vital CERP
project in the Big Cypress Swamp region called the Western Everglades Restoration Project. This project aims to identify opportunities to improve the
quantity, quality, timing, and distribution of water needed to restore and reconnect the Western Glades to the overall Everglades ecosystem. The future
of the Greater Everglades Ecosystem and South Florida’s families depend on projects like these and Audubon research that informs their design and
implementation.

Audubon-Championed Everglades Reservoir Passes State and Federal Hurdles!
With the support of Audubon members, the Everglades Agricultural Area
(EAA) Reservoir is getting closer to breaking ground after significant
victories in Tallahassee and Washington. This top Everglades priority will
clean, store, and move water south of Lake Okeechobee- restoring the
historic freshwater flows through the parched Greater Everglades Ecosystem
and into Florida Bay.
Audubon members and partners helped shepherd the project’s first big
win as Senate Bill 10 was signed into state law last year. State officials then
completed project planning in record timing and submitted it for federal
approval. During the last four months, thousands of Audubon members
urged federal officials to approve the EAA Reservoir.
Perseverance paid off. The project was fully approved and eventually
signed into law as part of the 2018 America’s Water Infrastructure Act.
A historic accomplishment for America’s Everglades, the move will help to
bring balance back into the Greater Everglades Ecosystem. Now, Audubon
remains focused on securing federal funds and ensuring nothing gets in the
way of implementing this critical restoration project.

“The recurring toxic algae blooms in South
Florida and the 2015 seagrass die-off in Florida
Bay tell us our watershed is sick. Implementing
Everglades restoration projects like the EAA
Reservoir is the antidote the ecosystem needs,
and fast action to get these projects approved
and funded is essential to recovery. With the
EAA Reservoir approved, help for America’s
Everglades is coming.”
- Celeste De Palma, Director of Everglades Policy
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At the southernmost tip of the Florida peninsula, Florida Bay depends freshwater
from Lake Okeechobee and the Southern Everglades. Photo: Mac Stone

Species like the Wood Stork and Roseate Spoonbill serve as indicators for the health of
America’s Everglades. Photo: John Studwell/Audubon Photography Awards

Southern Everglades Projects Coming Together for Florida Bay
Florida Bay and Everglades National Park are choked from the freshwater they need.
Two exciting developments are changing that:
• The second bridge along Tamiami Trail was inaugurated last month and
• The decades-long Modified Waters Delivery project to send water to Everglades
National Park was completed earlier this year.
The operational plan threading these projects together will be completed by mid2020. As restoration projects are completed, orchestrating how these projects come
together is critical in maximizing the taxpayer investment in restoration infrastructure.
These foundation projects set the tone for the next leg of Comprehensive Everglades
Restoration Plan projects to come. With nearly $1 billion invested in the Southern
Everglades to date, Audubon is advocating for a plan that provides at least $1 billionworth of ecosystem benefits for Florida Bay.

The Tamiami Trail Bridging Project Helps Restore the
Historic Flow of Water through the parched Southern
Everglades and Florida Bay. Photo: John Kominoski
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