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The #NowOrNeverglades Declaration:
The #NowOrNeverglades Declaration comes down to two essential points: 
1.  Increased storage, treatment and conveyance of water south of Lake Okeechobee is 

essential to reduce the amount of damaging discharges down the Caloosahatchee and St. 
Lucie estuaries.  It is needed to restore the flow of clean, freshwater to Everglades National 
Park, Florida Bay and the Florida Keys; and protect the drinking water of 8 million Floridians.

2.  Using Amendment 1 funds, we must identify and secure land south of the lake without delay 
and begin construction of a reservoir.

1.  At the state level, Governor Scott and the 
new Florida Legislature must secure land for 
the reservoir south of Lake Okeechobee and 
compel the South Florida Water Management 
District to initiate the joint federal-state 
planning process for the project.  The federal 
government has indicated its willingness to 

proceed, but the Water Management District 
is refusing to do so.  Further delays in the 
planning process will only forestall receipt 
of the 50 percent federal contribution to the 
project’s cost.  

2.  In Washington, the next President and the new 
Congress must fund the federal share.

To accomplish this, the Everglades Foundation recommends elected officials at both the state and federal level 
must take certain specific actions:

Photo by Mac Stone – Everglades National Park, Florida
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On average, 1.5 billion gallons per day of toxic water is gushing into two of Florida’s most popular sport fishing, boating and tourist areas.

Introduction:
Imagine that because of a disaster – natural or otherwise -- 

one of Florida’s most important flood control structures has been 
ruptured: every day, 1.5 billion gallons of toxic water is gushing 
into two of Florida’s most popular sport fishing, boating and tour-
ist areas.  

Soon, a dark, smelly blue-green algae bloom forms, with the 
consistency of guacamole.  Below the surface, the algae is suffo-
cating seagrass where sport fish breed; exposure to the water is 
toxic to wildlife and pets. For humans, simply inhaling the air near 
the water results in symptoms similar to asthma.  

People are getting sick. Those who work near the water are 
wearing respiratory gear. 

The giant blobs of deadly blue-green goo quickly spread out 
along both coasts until they are visible from space.  

Anglers and swimmers are warned against coming into con-
tact with the water.  Fishing is restricted. Beaches are closed.  Va-
cations are re-booked. 

As real estate values collapse, businesses that depend on vis-
iting anglers, boaters and beachgoers — family diners, motels, 
gas stations, marine outfitters and charters — have trouble mak-
ing payroll.  Some of these businesses lay off staff; others default 
on loans; a few close their doors altogether.

This environmental disaster is unfolding right now in Florida, 
but it is not being caused by Acts of God or other extraordinary 
reasons.  

The cause is the decades-long failure of both the federal and 
state governments to respond to an ongoing water crisis. 

The discharges of polluted water are happening because 
there is nowhere else for the excess water to go. We have com-
pletely blocked the slow southerly flow of this water from Lake 
Okeechobee to the Everglades; as a result, the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers is forced to open the spigots whenever lake levels get 
too high.

 It is a water crisis that is having profound effects, has been 
facing Florida for decades -- and is getting worse.  

Besides the catastrophic algae blooms in the rainy season, 
we are wasting billions of gallons of freshwater that is desperately 
needed during the dry season, exacerbating drought conditions 
across South Florida.

More than two-thirds of the freshwater rainfall that used to 
flow south into Florida Bay is now being flushed east and west in 
the name of flood protection.  

Instead of irrigating South Florida during the dry season, bil-
lions of gallons of freshwater are being dumped, untreated, into 
the St. Lucie Estuary and the Caloosahatchee River, where it is do-
ing incalculable damage to our bays and estuaries and the fish 
and wildlife that depend on them.  

The situation is getting worse every year. Algae blooms are 
spreading along both coasts, while water restrictions are becom-
ing more and more severe.

The problem compounds itself.  The lack of freshwater flow-
ing into Florida Bay in 2015, for instance, has resulted in a massive 
seagrass die-off in the Bay.  As a result, we will soon likely see yet 
another large-scale algae bloom along the Florida Keys. 

We know the solution to this crisis.  Hundreds of scientists 
and water experts have for decades all prescribed greater water 
storage to hold the excess lake water so it can be cleansed and 
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gradually sent south to irrigate the Everglades and recharge the 
aquifers that provide drinking water to millions.  

For nearly two decades, both the federal and state gov-
ernments have committed to build a reservoir south of Lake 
Okeechobee so that, instead of being flushed out 
to our coasts, these excess billions of gallons of 
freshwater can be stored and sent south to the Ev-
erglades and Florida Bay. 

Congress directed construction of this reser-
voir 16 years ago and ordered the federal govern-
ment to assume half the cost, but we still don’t have 
a reservoir – and time is wasting.

The money is there thanks to voters who in 
2014 passed a constitutional amendment estab-
lishing a dedicated source of revenue to purchase land for Ever-
glades restoration projects like the reservoir.    

It’s not about politics. All of us – Democrats, Republicans, 
Independents, Libertarians, conservatives, liberals, everybody – 
needs fresh water to drink. 

Even if you don’t care about the Everglades or the survival of 
its endangered species like the Florida panther; even if you live in 
Panama City and never visit South Florida; sooner or later, Flori-
da’s water crisis will affect your life.  

It is already ruining huge swaths of our coasts, killing wildlife 
and tourism, gutting property values and costing jobs. The eco-
nomic consequences – not to mention the effects of continuing 
droughts in South Florida – will ultimately touch every person in 
our state.

Incoming State Senate President Joe Negron has endorsed 
building the reservoir south of Lake Okeechobee, and we are urg-
ing all Florida citizens to support the project.

From Fernandina Beach to Key West, from Pensacola to Na-
ples, Floridians are signing the #NowOrNeverglades Declaration 
to tell the politicians to do their jobs: build the reservoir before it’s 
too late, and send the water south.

The project will add billions of dollars to the Florida economy 
and create thousands of new jobs, but most important, it will save 
a unique quality of life in this very special place – and it will pro-
tect the water we need for life itself.

This booklet is intended to explain the water crisis facing our 
state, the issues involved, and the stakes for each of us if our pol-
iticians fail to act.   

I.  Water Flows Downhill
To understand the environmental catastrophe now facing 

Florida and what must be done to avert it, you need only remem-
ber something we all learned in First Grade: water flows downhill.

For millennia, that was what happened in Florida. Rainwa-
ter flowed downhill from the Kissimmee basin near present-day 
Orlando in a southerly direction toward Lake Okeechobee and, 
from there, south through the Everglades all the way to Florida 
Bay and the Florida Keys.

Lake Okeechobee is the big “donut hole” that shows up in 
maps of Florida, about a third of the way up the peninsula.  At 730 
square miles, the Lake is comparable in size to Manatee County, 
and is one of the largest lakes in the nation.

Florida has what is known as a tropical savanna climate, 
meaning we really only have two seasons – wet and dry.  During 
the rainy season (which coincides with our hurricane season, 
from June through October), the lake would fill up and gradually 

overflow its banks, releasing water that nourished 
South Florida during the dry months. 

The overflow of rainwater moved ever so slow-
ly from the Lake, southward through the “River of 
Grass,” all the way to Florida Bay.  

Along its route, this freshwater overflow from 
Lake Okeechobee fed ponds, lakes and under-
ground springs in the porous limestone, recharg-
ing the freshwater supply to the entire southern 
peninsula.  

In the inlets along both coasts and in Florida Bay to the 
south, the freshwater from the Lake balanced the saltiness of 
waters from the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico. The result was a 
delicate estuary habitat for game fish that gave South Florida the 
best fishing on the continent – and breathed life into the world’s 
most famous wetland, the Florida Everglades.  

During the dry season (from October to June), this naturally 
slow, southward progression of water saved South Florida from 
being as dry as the Sahara, which shares the same latitude.    

The path of this fresh rainwater followed the downward 
course of Florida’s topography – virtually flat, but with a barely 
detectable slope.  The elevation of present-day Orlando averages 
82 feet above sea level, while in Miami, it is under 6 feet, a differ-
ence of 76 feet over 300 miles, or just 3 inches per mile.

That’s why the Everglades came to be known as a “River of 
Grass” — an extremely slow-moving, barely detectable flow 
of water moving from north to south through vast prairies of 
sawgrass.  

Changing the Course of Mighty Rivers
Like Superman, developing South Florida required man to 

“change the course of mighty rivers” – and that’s exactly what 
happened.   

Nearly two-thirds of the freshwater that once flowed into 
Florida Bay is now, instead, dammed and drained off into irriga-
tion canals, with much of it now being discharged to the east 
and west before it ever gets beyond Lake Okeechobee.  It was an 
engineering feat that was essential to unlocking South Florida’s 
agricultural potential and protecting millions from floods, but it 
had unintended consequences that now jeopardize our quality 
of life, our jobs, even the water we drink.

The flow of freshwater from Lake Okeechobee is now ob-
structed by the Herbert Hoover Dike, which stands four stories 
tall and has a base as wide as a football field.  The Dike was built 
during the Great Depression to protect against a recurrence of 
the deadly Lake Okeechobee storm surge of 1928 that killed 
thousands.  

The Tamiami Trail, the first highway through the Everglades 
connecting Tampa and Miami, has also staunched the southerly 
flow of surface water almost as effectively as the Dike itself.  

These, together with an elaborate latticework of canals, 
ditches and dikes, have made life possible for millions and created 
a multi-billion dollar agriculture industry.  In the process, howev-
er, we have choked off all but a relative trickle of the freshwater 
that once made life sustainable in South Florida.

The lack of freshwater 
flowing into Florida Bay 
in 2015, for instance, has 

resulted in a massive seagrass 
die-off in the Bay.
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Where does all this water go, if it no longer is allowed its 
southerly course to Florida Bay? 

Instead of flowing downhill and southward as it once did, 
enormous flood gates divert it by the billions of gallons into the 
Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries, along the Gulf of Mexico 
and the Atlantic Ocean. Rather than flow south, most of the Lake’s 
freshwater is instead sent east and west – and the consequences 
have been disastrous.

II.  Deadly Algae in Summer…
When water levels in Lake Okeechobee become uncomfort-

ably high, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is compelled to open 
the gates and dump billions of gallons of polluted freshwater out 
to sea. 

The untreated water gushes east and west. Toward the east, 
it is dumped into the St. Lucie River where it flows past Stuart and 
into the St. Lucie Estuary and lower Indian River Lagoon, ultimate-
ly finding its way into the Atlantic Ocean. The westerly discharges 
flow into the Caloosahatchee River, past Fort Myers, Sanibel-Cap-
tiva and ultimately into the Gulf of Mexico. 

This water is highly polluted with nutrients that have come 
from agriculture both north and south of Lake Okeechobee.  Nu-
trient pollution in Lake Okeechobee is not just the result of what 
happened yesterday or last year, but is the result of water and 
land management going back decades. 

Once released, these fertilizers do what they are supposed 
to do: provide nourishment for the overgrowth of plants – in this 
case, a blue-green algae known as “cyanobacteria,” a toxic, smelly 
slime with the consistency of guacamole.

Algae blooms are so large they can be seen from space in Lake Okeechobee 
(upper right) and along the south Florida coast. NASA Lance – Modis 
Satellite shot.

A dead fish outside Central Marina in Stuart, Florida, contaminated by 
algae. French Press Agency – AFP – Central Marina, Stuart, Florida

1   R. Costanza et. al. 1997. The value of the world’s ecosystem services and 
natural capital.  Nature.  387:253-260.

2   https://www.floridarealtors.org/ResearchAndStatistics/Other-Research-
Reports/upload/FR_WaterQuality_Final_Mar2015.pdf

In just five months between June and October of 2013, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was compelled to discharge 170 
metric tons of phosphorus and 2,500 metric tons of nitrogen into 
the St. Lucie Estuary alone.  That’s in addition to more than 18,000 
cubic yards of silt and sediment.

Under the glaring summer sun, this toxic soup creates ideal 
conditions for algae growth so severe that it suffocated at least 
500 acres of seagrass – an area the size of Monaco -- in 2013 alone.

Loss of seagrass is important because it is critical to life in 
shallow coastal waters and estuaries.  It provides a safe habitat 
to smaller species and young game fish. In addition, seagrass im-
proves water quality by filtering sediment. 

There is a direct relationship between the health of seagrass 
and the economy of the adjacent shorelines. This relationship is 
so direct, in fact, that economists have long recognized that estu-
aries are among the most valuable habitats on the planet.1

Wherever we live in Florida, our standards of living depend 
largely on the millions of tourists who flock to our clean, healthy 
waterways that teem with wildlife and fish species. Tens of thou-
sands of Floridians work directly in the hospitality, marine and 
food and beverage industries; thousands more depend on vaca-
tion rental income from tourists; and each of us depend on rev-
enues from these activities to educate our children, build roads 
and bridges and pay the cost for police and fire protection. 

The 2013 lake discharges alone killed off 75% of the seagrass 
in the St. Lucie Estuary and lower Indian River Lagoon, causing 
nearly $1 billion in losses: $840 million in marine-related business 
and another $115 million in the tourism, hospitality and food and 
beverage industries.  

Real estate also took a hit.  A report by Florida Realtors re-
vealed that property values in Martin County may have dropped 
by as much as $488 million in response to the 2013 discharges.2

The thick, putrid algae blooms are unsightly and smelly – 
and they are also toxic.  Tests conducted along the St. Lucie River 
during the summer of 2016 revealed levels of microcystin toxins 
in the algae that were 100 to 1,000 times higher than allowable 
under normal recreational guidance levels.
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In addition to causing mass deaths of fish, oysters and man-
atee, cyanobacteria can kill domestic animals, pets, and wildlife 
that drink it.3  In humans, microcystin can cause nausea and vom-
iting if ingested and symptoms of rash or hay fever if touched 
or inhaled. Drinking water that contains these toxins can cause 
long-term liver disease.4  Should it get into an open wound, it can 
lead to a staph infection.

While no standards exist for safe exposure to microcystin, 
the St. Lucie levels were sufficient to pose a known significant 
health risk upon direct exposure or ingestion.

More ominously, tests during the summer of 2016 confirmed 
that toxins in the water are spreading to the air above: scientists 
found levels of hydrogen sulfide in air along the shores of the St. 
Lucie that are intolerable for individuals with respiratory condi-
tions and asthma.  

The algae caused headaches, sore throats and other reac-
tions so severe that workers at one marina in Stuart had to be sent 
home5 until they were given respirators so they could continue 
working safely. 6 

 Officials had to close beaches and restrict fishing, with tour-
ists canceling stays along both the Treasure Coast and the Caloo-
sahatchee basin, including Fort Myers, Sanibel Island and Naples. 

Jupiter Inlet, 2013

3   http://www.flsart.org/newsletter/sent-16-08.jsp 
4   https://weather.com/science/environment/news/florida-martin-county-

algae-toxic-air-particles-marina-rio
5   http://www.wptv.com/news/region-martin-county/martin-co-residents-

react-to-unknowns-with-the-air-quality-tests-results 
6  http://www.tampabay.com/news/environment/water/toxic-algae-bloom-

crisis-hits-florida-drives-away-tourists/2283838 Photo by Richard Kern
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Real estate values have plummeted, since few people want 
to spend their life savings on a beach house along what one 
newspaper columnist has dubbed “Playa Guacamole.”

Year after year, season after season, the problem is getting 
worse, with blue-green algae during the summer of 2016 stretch-
ing for miles along the Martin County shoreline on 
the Atlantic coast to North Palm Beach. The algae 
coated water in the lower Indian River Lagoon 
and the St. Lucie River, and on the Gulf Coast, it 
forced the closure of a popular park on the Calo-
osahatchee River and affected Fort Myers Beach, 
Sanibel and Captiva. Toxic algae also closed recre-
ational water use near the Cape Coral Yacht Club.

In 2016 alone, algae blooms were confirmed 
in at least 44 locations across South Florida, with Governor Rick 
Scott forced to declare a state of emergency in Martin, St. Luc-
ie and Palm Beach counties along the Atlantic coast and in Lee 
County on the southwest coast of the Gulf of Mexico.7  So far, as of 
early October this year, Florida has experienced a state of emer-
gency for 200 days. 

III.  …Deadly Droughts in Winter
So far, we’ve only highlighted the effects of the water crisis 

during the rainy season. What is happening during the dry sea-
son may even be worse, because it poses a direct threat to the 
very water that millions of Floridians need to stay alive.

Former Florida Governor Reuben Askew once warned that 
if the water crisis is not addressed, our state will become “the 
world’s first and only desert which gets 60 inches of annual rain-
fall.” 8

That’s because South Florida, at the same latitude as the Sa-
hara Desert, gets about 60 inches of rain a year – but, thanks to 
our tropical savannah climate, about three-quarters of that rain 
falls during the wet season.  

In the past, the Everglades wetland used to store and cleanse 
this water to sustain the southern peninsula during the dry win-
ters.  Today, we’ve lost much of the Everglades – and with it, the 
water storage capacity.

Combined with the effects of siphoning off two-thirds of the 
freshwater that once nourished South Florida, we are now caught 
in a deadly cycle, careening from algae blooms in the wet season 

to extreme drought during the dry winters.
In 2015, six million people in Southeastern Florida faced con-

ditions that the National Drought Mitigation Center had to up-
grade from “severe” to “extreme” drought.9

That same year, lack of freshwater made Florida Bay more 
than twice as salty as the ocean, resulting in more 
than 50,000 acres of dead seagrass.

More than 2,000 wild fires burned at least 
72,000 acres.10  In the Everglades, fire can burn the 
very soil, destroying in an afternoon what took 
nature hundreds of years to form. Meanwhile, in 
towns and cities all over South Florida, aquifer lev-
els were extremely low and residents were subject 
to water restrictions.

Even wildfires and water restrictions, though, pale in com-
parison to the long-range risk to our drinking water supply.

Much of South Florida’s water supply comes from the be-
low ground springs and ponds that form in the porous Florida 
limestone. Geologists call this subterranean water supply the Bis-
cayne Aquifer.

In addition to the freshwater supply, aquifers that are closer 
to the ocean also contain saltwater.  Since saltwater is denser, it 
forms a wedge underneath the freshwater as it sinks to the bot-
tom – a wedge that advances and retreats with the seasons. When 
there is insufficient freshwater, the saltwater wedge advances fur-
ther inland and can render municipal water wells useless. 

Conditions got so bad that West Palm Beach in 2011 came 
within days of losing its water supply to saltwater intrusion. Salt-
water intrusion into aquifers can also negatively affect native 
plants and wildlife, and lower aquifer levels can in turn also cause 
sinkholes to form.11

7   http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/environment/article88302462.html 
8   Grunwald, “The Swamp,” id., p. 260
9   https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/capital-weather-gang/

wp/2015/07/10/the-worst-drought-east-of-the-rockies-is-happening-in-a-
place-that-might-surprise-you/ 

10   http://www.ecowatch.com/extreme-drought-hits-south-florida-1882088248.
html 

11   http://www.bna.com/groundwater-declines-seen-n73014446887/ 

In 2016 alone, algae  
blooms were confirmed in 
at least 44 locations across 

South Florida.

Photo by Richard Kern
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IV.  We Know How to Fix This
The unfolding environmental disaster in Florida is a problem 

we know how to solve.  For almost two decades, scientists from 
every relevant discipline have agreed upon the solution.  Only the 
politicians seem confused.

Nearly 20 years ago, after decades of stalemate and acrimo-
nious litigation, everyone – developers, growers, environmental-
ists, the Army Corps of Engineers, Democrats and Republicans 
in Congress and the Florida legislature – realized that billions of 
gallons of freshwater were being wasted, even as 
Florida’s estuaries were being ruined. 

Greater quantities of fresh rainwater need be 
captured and stored in the wet season so it can be 
redistributed during the dry months to cities, farms 
and America’s Everglades.

To determine how best to do so, the first Re-
publican Congress in more than 40 years joined 
with Democratic President Bill Clinton to direct a 
restudy of Florida’s water management system. 

The result was an unprecedented joint effort 
by the Army Corps of Engineers, the South Florida 
Water Management District and 30 separate agen-
cies at the federal, state and local levels.  A host of scientists – bi-
ologists, hydrologists, engineers and leading experts from other 
scientific disciplines -- went to the drawing boards to develop a 
consensus plan that would restore Florida’s water balance and 
save the Everglades from certain death.  

What emerged was a massive and complex blueprint that 
became known as the “Comprehensive Everglades Restoration 
Plan” – “CERP” for short – whose goal was to store 10.7 million 
acre-feet of water in massive reservoirs and high-tech wells12  (an 
acre-foot represents enough water to cover one acre of land to a 
depth of one foot, or roughly 326,000 gallons).

The CERP identified 68 separate restoration projects but the 
Water Resources Development Act of 2000 specifically autho-
rized immediate work on only a handful.  Among the high-priori-
ty items was Phase I of a 60,000-acre (360,000 acre-foot) reservoir 
called the Everglades Agricultural Area (EAA) Reservoir.  Today, 
the project is at a standstill. In fact, not one of the other 68 proj-
ects outlined in CERP has been completed.

The EAA Reservoir was designed with long-term water stor-

age in mind: unlike a Flow Equalization Basin, a reservoir is vital 
during the dry season and can carry over water from one year to 
the next.

V.   Florida Citizens Take Action  
As CERP turned 14 years of age – old enough for high school 

– the citizens of Florida took matters into their own hands. Frus-
trated by their own government’s failure to act, they advanced 
a citizens’ amendment to the Florida Constitution – the Florida 
Water and Land Conservation Initiative.

By a lopsided margin of 75% - 25%, voters approved the 
amendment, dedicating a portion of real estate tax revenues for 
the next 20 years to fund the “Land Acquisition Trust Fund.”  The 
Fund, according to three-quarters of Florida voters, must be used 
for conservation issues including the purchase of lands to protect 
the Everglades.  

Under the amendment, one-third of all revenues generated 
by the state’s excise tax on documents – known as the “docu-
mentary stamp tax” – are now set aside for the Trust Fund.  The 
amendment even went so far as to prohibit the commingling of 
the Land Acquisition Trust Fund with the state’s existing General 
Revenue Fund.

The amendment was expected to generate $648 million in 
its first year, increasing to $1.268 billion in the 20th year13  – more 
than enough to acquire the lands needed for construction of the 

reservoir.
It was an unprecedented and historic directive 

from the voters to their leaders: by a margin of 3 to 
1, Floridians told their politicians what we wanted 
done – and even directed where the state’s share of 
the money was to come from.

During the 2016 legislative session, members 
of the Florida Senate and Florida House of Repre-
sentatives passed “Legacy Florida,” which desig-
nates a portion of the Land Acquisition Trust Fund 
for the specific purpose of completing Everglades 
restoration projects in the CERP.  Importantly, Leg-
acy Florida requires agencies to prioritize fund-

ing for projects that reduce the harmful discharges from Lake 
Okeechobee to the estuaries.  The EAA Reservoir does that.

VI.   Hundreds of Scientific Experts, 
Decades of Study 

Hundreds of scientific experts have endorsed the reservoir 
project in studies spanning more than two decades.  The res-
ervoir was recommended by a Governor’s Commission; by the 
multi-year study conducted by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
encompassing the work of 30 separate state, federal and local 

12   National Research Council, Re-engineering Water Storage in the Everglades, 
2005, p.28

13   Financial Impact Estimating Conference, fiscal note to Amendment 1, 
https://ballotpedia.org/Florida_Water_and_Land_Conservation_Initiative,_
Amendment_1_(2014) 

By a lopsided margin of  
75% - 25%, voters approved 
the amendment, dedicating 
a portion of real estate tax 
revenues for the next 20 
years to fund the “Land 
Acquisition Trust Fund.”
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agencies; by a separate study commissioned by the Florida Sen-
ate and conducted by experts at the University of Florida’s Water 
Institute in 2015; and was separately endorsed by 207 indepen-
dent scientists in 2015.

VII.  What Happens Now?
Incoming Florida Senate President Joe Negron represents 

the city of Stuart on Florida’s Treasure Coast, which is one of the 
areas most affected by the damaging algae blooms caused by 
the outflows of polluted Lake Okeechobee water.  

Senator Negron has proposed buying 60,000 acres of land 
for construction of the reservoir that scientists and political lead-
ers in both parties have supported for decades.

Rather than continue an ongoing environmental disaster, it 
is time to move forward with the reservoir: we must store the lake 
water before sending it south, as CERP recommended. 

Storage of up to 120 billion gallons of Lake Okeechobee over-
flow will be the centerpiece of a dynamic reservoir system that 
will enable the polluted Lake Okeechobee water to be stored, 
cleaned and gradually sent south into the Everglades.  

By constantly feeding water southward, the reservoir will be 
able to pass several times its 120 billion gallon volume over the 
course of a year.  That’s important because, in 2016 alone, heavy 
rains required the Army Corps of Engineers to release 180 billion 
gallons into the St. Lucie estuary and yet another 372 billion gal-
lons into the Caloosahatchee River – a total of 552 billion gallons. 

The new reservoir, however, will do more than just store 
water. Once a water supply is secured during dry periods, it will 
be possible to remove a number of dams within the Everglades, 
effectively opening a new outlet for the floodwaters of Lake 

Okeechobee.  The result will dramatically reduce the number 
and volume of discharges into the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee 
Rivers. 

The reservoir will also provide relief to the Herbert Hoover 
Dike, which has been identified as one of the most vulnerable in 
the United States.

CONCLUSION:   
It’s Now or Neverglades

This action plan  is a multi-point “roadmap” to protect Flori-
da’s water, save tourism and restore our Everglades.

Here are the key points:
ITEM I.
GOVERNOR SCOTT AND THE LEGISLATURE MUST ACQUIRE 
LAND FOR THE RESERVOIR SOUTH OF LAKE OKEECHOBEE 
AND COMPEL SFWMD TO CARRY OUT THE PROJECT

Repeated studies by hundreds of scientific experts over 
more than two decades have confirmed the need for a reservoir 
south of Lake Okeechobee to store the overflow to use during 
the dry season instead of flushing it out to our coasts.  It’s been 
planned for 16 years now, but it still hasn’t been built – and we 
have the money, thanks to voters who overwhelmingly approved 
Amendment 1 and the passage and signing of “Legacy Florida.”  

The federal government is willing to begin planning for con-
struction of the EAA Reservoir, but the South Florida Water Man-
agement District is refusing to do so until 2021.  The Governor and 
Legislature must tell the District that five more years of inaction 
on this critical project is not acceptable.
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ITEM II.
THE NEXT PRESIDENT AND CONGRESS MUST FUND THE FED-
ERAL SHARE OF CERP

While the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan au-
thorizes the expenditure of federal dollars for the reservoir proj-
ect, the funds still must by formally appropriated by Congress and 
the appropriation must be signed into law by the next President.

But what about the arguments I hear from the 
other side?

Let’s talk about the issues that have been raised by those 
who question the need for the reservoir project.  

False Argument 1:  We can’t afford to start a new project.
The FACTS :  The citizens of Florida passed a constitutional 

amendment to fund projects just like this.  In 2016, the Legislature 
dedicated at least $200 million per year to Everglades restoration 
projects.  Thanks to the Florida Water and Land Conservation 
Amendment to the Florida Constitution and the Legacy Florida 
Act, the money is there.  

False Argument 2 : Only 5 percent of the pollution comes 
from south of Lake Okeechobee.

THE FACTS: While that may be true today, the pollution of 
Lake Okeechobee didn’t happen yesterday, last month, or last 
year.  It is the result of decades of unchecked discharges into the 
Lake, much of it from the Everglades Agricultural Area.  

The estuaries are now seeing the result of the “Legacy Load” 
of phosphorus and nitrogen used by agricultural operations over 
several decades.  

False Argument 3:  The focus should be north of the Lake, 
which is the source of most of the Lake’s pollution today.

The FACTS:  The pollution entering the Lake from the north 
must indeed be addressed, but this faulty argument is built on an 
incorrect premise – that pollution alone is the problem.  

Even if the water in Lake Okeechobee was pristine, the prob-
lem remains: excess flows that need to go south are instead being 
dumped into the St. Lucie and the Caloosahatchee.  The volumes 
of freshwater are being sent into the estuaries upsets the delicate 
balance of salinity levels, resulting in ecological and econom-
ic harm to the areas. This water needs to go south, where it can 
hydrate the Everglades and recharge the aquifer during the dry 
months – instead of being wasted.   

Storing water north of Lake Okeechobee does not provide 
any meaningful relief from the discharges.  Only storage south of 
Lake Okeechobee does that.

False Argument 4: The reservoir will not eliminate the need 
for Lake releases and all possibility of algae blooms.  This 
year’s heavy rains have so far forced the Army Corps of Engi-
neers to release 180 billion gallons into the St. Lucie estuary 
and another 372 billion gallons into the Caloosahatchee Riv-
er – a total of 542 billion gallons.  The reservoir is designed 
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to hold only 120 billion gallons – less than 25 percent of the 
total overflow.  Therefore, the reservoir won’t have the ca-
pacity to stop the discharges and algae blooms.  

The FACTS:  Storing water in a reservoir to alleviate flooding 
conditions is not by itself an effective water management strate-
gy since the amount of water during a flood will typically dwarf 
the capacity of the reservoir.  That is why a northern reservoir will 
not help the coastal estuaries.  A southern reservoir helps the es-
tuaries by providing water managers with a new outlet for Lake 
Okeechobee water. 

In the case of the new EAA reservoir, having water supply to 
keep the “River of Grass” flowing during the dry season will allow 
removal of more of the dams that have been constructed in the 
Everglades that presently keep water from moving south. 

Argument 5: The proposed purchase of agricultural land for 
a reservoir would take billions of dollars away from needed 
restoration projects that are already in the works that will 
accomplish the same goals of water storage and reducing 
lake releases.

To argue that we should not begin work on the reservoir un-
til the other projects are completed is like saying we can’t walk 
and chew gum at the same time – and we most certainly can.  

Decades of research by scientists in repeated studies has es-
tablished the importance of the reservoir project, and Congress 
authorized the federal government’s share of the funding more 
than 16 years ago. It is long past time that we stop stalling and 
move forward with the EAA Reservoir project.

While it is true that the reservoir project is just one of 68 that 
are called for under the CERP, it is so important to the whole plan 
that it was among the 8 projects specifically authorized by Con-
gress as priorities for completion back in 2000.  

Additionally, Florida voters issued a clear mandate in 2014 in 
support of purchasing land south of Lake Okeechobee.  In 2016, 
the Florida Legislature and Governor Scott approved legislation 
dedicating dollars to construct projects that will reduce the harm-
ful discharges to the coastal communities.  The EAA Reservoir is 
the project that best accomplishes that objective.  

I support the 200-plus Everglades scientists who believe 
that increased storage, treatment and conveyance of water 
south of Lake Okeechobee is essential to stop the damaging 
discharges to the coastal estuaries; to restore the flow of clean, 
fresh water to Everglades National Park, Florida Bay and the 
Florida Keys; to improve the health of Lake Okeechobee; and 
to protect the drinking water for 8 million Floridians living in 
Monroe, Miami-Dade, Broward and Palm Beach counties.

Using Amendment 1 and other funds, we must identify 
and secure land south of the lake without delay, before de-
velopment in the Everglades Agricultural Area (EAA) or other 
uncertainties condemn our waters to irrevocable destruction.

Three nationally vital estuaries are in long-term collapse 
due to the damming, diking and draining of the River of Grass. 
The Herbert Hoover Dike that contains Lake Okeechobee pre-
vents fresh water from following its historic path southward 
through the Everglades.

Today, Lake Okeechobee is treated as an impounding 
reservoir constantly at risk of overflow. To manage lake levels, 
too much untreated fresh water is discharged into the Caloo-
sahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries. 

Consequently, the lack of fresh water flow through the 
Everglades makes Florida Bay, the largest contiguous seagrass 
meadow in the world and crown jewel of Everglades National 
Park and the Florida Keys, too salty.

The resulting salinity imbalances in all three estuaries 
cause seagrass die-offs, dangerous algal blooms, multi-year 
ecosystem collapse and economic hardship. Florida’s $9.7 bil-
lion fishing industry (129,000 jobs), $10.4 billion boating indus-
try (83,000 jobs) and $89.1 billion tourism industry (1.1 million 
jobs) need healthy estuaries.

Additionally, sending water south would improve the wa-
ter supply for 8 million people (1 out of 3 Floridians) by reduc-
ing the threat of saltwater intrusion into drinking wells and the 
Everglades.

The solution to all these problems is stated simply in a pe-
tition signed by 207 respected Everglades scientists on March 
12, 2015: 

“As a scientist working in the Everglades, it is my scientific 
opinion that increased storage and treatment of fresh water 
south of Lake Okeechobee, and additional flow from the lake 
southward, is essential to restoring the Everglades, Florida Bay, 
and the Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie estuaries.”

Estimates of land required are approximately 15 percent 
of the EAA, neither eliminating farming nor harming Glades 
communities. This amount is less than half of the acreage that 
U.S. Sugar has offered to sell to the State of Florida, in an agree-
ment that remains in effect until October 11, 2020.

Water storage, treatment and conveyance in the EAA 
is the best option to reduce the damaging releases to the St 
Lucie and Caloosahatchee estuaries and to improve the water 
flow south. Especially considering the recent devastation to 
the coastal estuaries and ongoing massive seagrass die-off in 
Everglades National Park, planning for EAA projects must be 
expedited and be given top priority over planning for other 
new Everglades restoration projects.

We can’t keep kicking the can down the road. The costs 
and risks of further delay are staggering. Development plans 
in the EAA threaten to change the region, permanently sever-
ing the link between Lake Okeechobee and Florida Bay.

The science is settled. The money is available thanks to 
75% of Florida voters who, in 2014, voted for Amendment 1. 
Identify and secure the land. It’s now or never.

The #NowOrNeverglades Declaration
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Florida faces a water crisis: toxic algae during the 
wet season, severe drought in the dry months. It is killing 
off fish and wildlife, damaging tourism and suffocating 
Florida’s Everglades.

For nearly two decades, scientists have agreed a 
reservoir south of Lake Okeechobee is needed. And 
thanks to the Florida Water and Land Conservation 
Amendment to the Florida Constitution, we have ample 
money to do it..

In this easy-to-read booklet, Eric Eikenberg of the 
Everglades Foundation lays out the dimensions of the 
environmental disaster we face, and what you can do 
to help solve it.

Join the tens of thousands of Floridians who have 
already signed the #NowOrNeverglades Declaration. 

Tell the next President, Governor Scott and your 
elected representatives in Tallahassee and Washington: 
build the reservoir and send the water south.

To Sign the #NowOrNeverGlades Declaration,
Text WATER to 66866

or Visit
www.evergladesfoundation.org/action-center/ 

For most of his adult life, ERIC EIKENBERG has 
been on the front lines of the battle to save Florida’s  
Everglades. 

As chief of staff to former U.S. Representative E. Clay 
Shaw, Jr., the author of the Comprehensive Everglades 
Restoration Plan, he helped build consensus, across 
party lines, within Florida’s Congressional delegation 
and across the nation in support of Everglades 
restoration.  

As former Governor Charlie Crist’s chief of staff, he 
was actively involved in Everglades restoration efforts.

Since 2012, he has spearheaded the work of The 
Everglades Foundation as its Chief Executive Officer.

He and his wife, Tonya, have four children. 


