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The South Florida Water Management District is exploring temporary water storage alternatives to
dumping Lake Okeechobee water out to sea. (July 29, 2013)
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Emergency pumping started Monday to lessen the
environmentally-damaging effects of dumping Lake
Okeechobee water out to sea.

Dumping Lake Okeechobee water out to sea protects South Florida from flooding, but
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damages coastal fishing grounds and can make waterways unsafe for swimming.

The move announced Monday by the South Florida Water Management District
is aimed at redirecting some of the flood-control lake discharges west of the lake that
since May have been flowing toward the Caloosahatchee estuary.

The district on Monday started pumping water from the Caloosahatchee River onto
3,500 acres southwest of the lake in Hendry County, where the district eventually plans
to build a reservoir on former farmland.

The district is also working on similar alternatives to store more of the lake water that
is now flowing east and overwhelming the St. Lucie River Estuary.

The emergency pumping that started Monday is a repeat of a water storage technique
used last year, when the district spent about $250,000 and pumped about 3 billion
gallons of water that otherwise would have ended up in the estuary.

“This won’t solve the problem, but every little bit helps,” district spokesman Gabe
Margasak said.

Rising water levels during a rainier-than-usual summer have prompted the draining of
billions of gallons of lake water out to sea each day to ease the strain on the lake’s dike,
which is considered one of the country’s most at risk of a breach.

The problem is that flushing lake water west into the Caloosahatchee River and east
into the St. Lucie River throws off the mix of salt and fresh water in the delicate
estuaries and bring an influx of pollutants that fouls coastal water quality.

This year’s lake draining is already killing off oyster reefs and sea grass beds, scaring off fish,
clouding waters and triggering warnings that water in some areas is unsafe for human contact.
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