WATER
WATER IS THE LIFEBLOOD OF OUR STATE.
OUR ECONOMY, PUBLIC HEALTH, AND
QUALITY OF LIFE ALL DEPEND ON CLEAN AND
PLENTIFUL WATER.

Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge
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Unfortunately, years of neglecting our waterways
through lax policy and enforcement, poor growth
management decisions, and disregard for our
natural environment have resulted in a dangerous
decline in water quality statewide. The availability
of fresh water for a growing population and our
vibrant natural systems also relies on appropriate
policies to conserve water and ensure its use is
consistent with the public good. While localized
issues can affect certain areas of the state more
acutely, there are underlying water quality and
quantity concerns that impact us statewide.

FLORIDA’S WATER QUALITY
WOES
Florida’s water woes are many and varied. Whether
in our freshwater systems, estuaries, or marine
waters, water degradation is the result of excess
pollution, made worse by inadequate monitoring
and lack of enforcement of environmental
standards. Water quality crises affect human health,
natural systems, and Florida’s economic stability.
Many communities in Florida are blanketed with
no-swim advisories due to elevated bacterial
levels from discharges of inadequately treated
sewage. This is worsened by warmer water and
increased rainfall that washes pollution into our
waters. Nearly every summer in recent years,
waterbodies across the state have been plagued
by record-breaking harmful blue-green algae and
red tide. Often, there are insufficient postings and
advisories of these events, which harm wildlife,
people, and local economies. Warming seas only
exacerbate these water quality issues, leading to
larger, longer algal blooms.
A core objective of Florida water policy is to balance
environmental and economic needs. The Florida
Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP),
and the state’s five regional water management
districts are tasked with implementing our water
policies. FEDP enforces pollution control efforts,
such as Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs),
and works with Florida’s five water management
districts to oversee pollution reduction programs.
However, it is becoming increasingly clear that
our pollution standards and enforcement are
inadequate.
Unfortunately, recent water policy legislation

passed by the Legislature to address our water
issues fails to strike the balance needed to protect
our waters from pollution, over-consumption, and
environmental destruction.

SOURCES OF POLLUTION
Pollution harms our waterways and includes
chemicals, oils and greases, heavy metals, bacteria
in fecal matter, sediments, and nutrients like
nitrogen and phosphorus. Our water laws identify
two main categories of pollution: point and nonpoint sources. Point source pollution is easy to
identify because it comes from a single place such
as sewage treatment plants or industrial discharge.
Non-point pollution comes from many places such
as stormwater runoff from urban and industrialized
areas, aging or leaking septic systems, and fertilizer
runoff from agriculture and residential lawns.
Sewage is one of Florida’s biggest contributors
to water pollution. The majority of effluent from
treated sewage ("domestic wastewater") is
discharged to surface waterbodies like rivers,
estuaries, and the ocean. Land application of
solids from wastewater treatment plants ("sewage
sludge" or "biosolids") pollute adjacent surface
waters, as well as our groundwater, and is used as
a cheaper alternative to other disposal methods.
Deep well injection of partially treated wastewater
into our porous underground limestone formations
can lead to contamination of drinking water.
Accidental discharges of inadequately treated
sewage have been a growing concern, especially
given the combination of aging infrastructure of
wastewater lines, increased rain, and rising water
levels in many Florida communities. In 2019, there
were 2,690 wastewater spills releasing 84,882,375
gallons of untreated or poorly treated sewage into
our waterways.¹ Much of this pollution is caused
by stormwater and groundwater that finds its way
into deteriorating sewage pipes during storms
and overwhelms collection and treatment systems.
While massive sewage spills make headlines and
draw public outcry, exfiltration, or leaking, from
old pipes and infrastructure is a chronic problem,
causing year-round contamination of local soil,
groundwater, and surface waters. Because they
are usually hidden from view, necessary repairs
or upgrades have too often been delayed or
underfunded.
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Septic systems treat waste for an individual home
or business. Roughly 30% of Florida’s population
utilizes a septic tank (2.6 million systems) with
higher percentages in more rural communities
where connection to centralized sewer is costprohibitive or not available. When properly
designed, constructed, and maintained, septic
systems minimize organic wastes but are not
designed to treat nutrients, chemicals, or emerging
contaminants, which are a growing concern. Aging
systems or failure to monitor or conduct routine
pump-outs can cause the systems to fail, leaking
untreated waste into groundwater.
Agricultural runoff, which often contains high
levels of nitrogen, phosphorus, and fecal matter,
can contaminate nearby water bodies and is often
the most significant source of nutrient pollution in
areas around our freshwater springs.
Residential runoff includes fertilizer, pesticides,
and other contaminants that wash off lawns from
developed lands. The application of readily
available commercial fertilizers is especially
problematic on lawns that are near waterways,
like canals. Fertilizer applied during rainy periods
has limited opportunity to be utilized by the turf
or landscaped plants and instead washes directly
into storm drains and our waters. Several counties
have enacted residential fertilizer ordinances to
control the type or timing of application; however,
lawmakers have prohibited any new local protective
measures.
Other pollution comes from industrial sources
and the energy sector. Coal ash, which is a
byproduct of burning coal in power plants, is one
of the largest industrial wastes in our nation. While
coal is being replaced by other forms of energy,
there are still more than 6 million tons of coal
ash generated in Florida annually.² Adding to the
problem, Florida also imports coal ash from places
where its disposal has been banned, such as Puerto
Rico. Communities across the state, particularly
in central Florida, bear the brunt of the pollution
leaching from coal ash pits into our groundwater
and drinking water sources.
As seas rise and move landward, salt water
inundates freshwater rivers and streams, altering
the delicate salinity balance. This saltwater
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intrusion can harm drinking water supplies and
require additional costly treatment to remove salts,
minerals, and other pollutants. Saltier waters can
also damage agricultural crops, landscape plants,
and native vegetation.
The world-renowned clarity in many Florida springs
has decreased in recent decades as invasive plants
and harmful algae outcompete native underwater
grasses and reduce food sources for wildlife like
manatees and turtles. Protection of our springs is
primarily under the purview of the five regional water
management districts and the FDEP. Stormwater
regulations, under the direction of FDEP, are meant
to reduce the flow of polluted water into springs
and other water bodies and include regulations
for agriculture, businesses, industry, and local
governments that manage stormwater systems.
Years of data show that agricultural operations are
the biggest contributors to nitrogen pollution in
the majority of impaired spring systems. Currently,
agricultural operations are held to voluntary
measures and best management practices, which
have failed to prevent the decline of most springs.

CONTAMINANTS OF EMERGING
CONCERN
Our state’s water resources are also at risk from
new chemicals and pollutants, called contaminants
of emerging concern. The modern proliferation of
pharmaceutical and personal care products raises
the question of whether our current water quality
standards protect public health and ecosystems
sufficiently. One example is a category of chemicals
called PFAS (per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances).
While PFAS are known to cause cancer and affect
the immune system, a water quality standard has
not yet been established.³ These chemicals are
used in coating materials for cookware and food
packing, stain- and waterproofing for clothing,
and firefighting foam. They break down in the
environment or are washed into wastewater. With
PFAS and many other emerging contaminants of
concern, wastewater treatment plants and septic
systems fail to remove these products, leading
to higher concentrations in our natural systems.
These emerging contaminants are not adequately
removed in conventional wastewater or septic
systems, and may also be present in biosolids.

WATER QUANTITY
TOO MUCH WATER OR NOT ENOUGH?
While Florida is blessed with abundant freshwater
resources including numerous springs, large rivers
and lakes, and the extensive Floridan and Biscayne
aquifers, these resources are not limitless. Erratic
and changing weather patterns, made worse by
climate change, can result in prolonged droughts,
as well as heavy rainfall that brings flooding.
Florida’s fresh water supply and demand is out of
balance as human demands exceed the available
supply. An influx of nearly 900 new residents
moving to Florida each day, coupled with more
intensive irrigation of agricultural lands, have
over-burdened our already-depleted freshwater
sources.
Reductions of funding and staffing at water
management districts have led to a lack of
regulatory and management capacity to perform
their essential role in regulating and balancing
water consumption. As a result, a growing array of
water-reliant ecosystems are suffering from overpumping and the wasteful use of water.
Excessive freshwater withdrawals from our
groundwater aquifers reduce flows to springs
and inland areas and increase saltwater intrusion,
harming ecosystems, recreation, drinking water
supplies, and other water uses. Overpumping of
our aquifers and springs for agricultural irrigation,

residential uses, and extraction by the bottled
water industry has led to decreased spring and
river flows. Agricultural and bottled water interests
acquire permits to extract water at little to no cost
because the current scheme only requires small,
one-time permitting fees rather than a per-gallon
cost. More than half of all potable water extracted
in Florida is used to irrigate lawns. Across sectors,
Florida lacks water conservation incentives and
requirements needed to curb waste and preserve
our most precious resource: water.
While local freshwater needs and challenges vary
within the state, one thing remains consistent:
much of the fresh water we gain from rainfall or
that we extract from our rivers, lakes, and aquifers
is wasted. South Florida wrestles excess fresh water
from Lake Okeechobee, which upon discharge
causes disruption to estuarine and coastal areas.
Many of North Florida’s natural systems are
starved of fresh water due to excessive upstream
withdrawals or dams, such as the case with the
Apalachicola and Ocklawaha Rivers.

THE CLIMATE CRISIS AMPLIFIES
OUR WATER WOES
Florida’s growing population continues to put
additional demands on our water resources each
year. Compounding this, the climate crisis is

CONSERVATION FUNDING

Big Talbot Island State Park

Saving Florida’s water also requires
saving land. Natural areas, surface water
bodies, wetlands, and even working
landscapes like ranches all play a role.
By holding and filtering water, they
reduce pollutants and recharge aquifers
without the need for costly, engineered
water treatment technologies.
Conservation lands must be protected
to support these vital functions. Full and
consistent funding for Florida Forever is
a win for land and for water.
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already harming water bodies and natural systems
throughout our state and will only get worse
as global temperatures increase. As a result, we
must also confront the reality that water supply
and wastewater disposal decisions can no longer
be based on historical weather and precipitation
patterns. Water managers and lawmakers must
incorporate longer planning horizons. In addition to
addressing adaptation needs, they must also take
into consideration the underlying cause of climate
change—heat-trapping gas emissions. Otherwise,
many of the efforts we implement today will be
overwhelmed or undone by the climate crisis.
Changes in precipitation patterns and more
extreme weather events, such as droughts and
flooding, can alter the water balance in natural
ecosystems and negatively impact our economy.
Periods of prolonged drought increase pressure
to extract more water for agricultural crops and
residential lawns. Increased withdrawals can
reduce potable drinking water supplies, and in
extreme cases can create sinkholes that destroy
homes and buildings. Excessive rainfall and runoff
can flood farms, homes, and businesses, especially
as impermeable surfaces like parking lots, roads,
and rooftops funnel water quickly and prevent
natural percolation into the soil. Wetlands store
and treat water and can prevent or minimize

RESTORE THE OCKLAWAHA
Restoring the Great Florida Riverway
is long overdue. By breaching the
Rodman/Kirkpatrick Dam, lawmakers
can reconnect the Ocklawaha, Silver,
and St. Johns Rivers and historic Silver
Springs. The Great Florida Riverway is a
vast 217-mile river system that reaches
from the Green Swamp and Lake Apopka
in Central Florida all the way to the
Atlantic Ocean via the Ocklawaha and St.
Johns Rivers. The Ocklawaha has been
dammed since 1968 as part of the failed
Cross Florida Barge Canal, flooding 7,500
acres of forested wetlands, submerging
20 freshwater springs, and causing
continuing damage to the riverway. The
dam is past its life expectancy and would
require millions to repair. Legislation is
needed to create a natural, free-flowing
Ocklawaha River for the benefit of
wildlife, water quality, fisheries, forests
and the economy.
flooding. Unfortunately, we have lost more than
half of our wetlands due to weak protections and
reckless development.

Nearly 2 Billion gallons of fresh
water are discharged each day into
our oceans, enough fresh water
to supply the entirety of South
Florida’s population.

Blue-winged teals, photo by Ray Hennessey
26 Florida Conservation Voters Education Fund

FRESH WATER
RIVERS, STREAMS, LAKES, SPRINGS, AND DRINKING WATER
Florida is known for its spectacular freshwater
systems as much as for its miles of sandy beaches.
More than 90% of Floridians rely on underground
aquifers for drinking water. Many of Florida’s
rivers, streams, and springs are also fed from
these underground sources, through rainfall, or
a combination of both. Drinking water standards
ensure water is safe for potable uses like drinking
and cooking.
Our state has more than 1,000 freshwater springs,
primarily within North and Central Florida, fed
by the Floridan aquifer. Of those, 33 are firstmagnitude springs, meaning that they discharge
more than 100 cubic feet of water per second or
more than 64.6 million gallons of water per day.
The springs and rivers they feed offer a glimpse
into the watery, underwater world beneath our feet,
delighting residents and tourists with opportunities
to paddle, snorkel, and swim. Florida also has more
than 7,700 lakes greater than 10 acres, 11 million
acres of wetlands, and 27,561 linear miles of rivers
and streams.
Our freshwater gems are not just beautiful and
vibrant natural ecosystems—they support our
economy and water needs for Florida's growing
population, along with agriculture and industrial
uses. Iconic rivers like Apalachicola, Caloosahatchee,
and St. Johns are economic drivers and have been
used for centuries for transportation and food.
Discharges from Lake Okeechobee south into the
River of Grass are critical to maintaining freshwater
flows into the Florida Everglades and Florida Bay.
Billions of dollars of investments have been made
to restore the flows to this system.

THREATS
Pollution and over pumping of our aquifers are
two of the biggest threats to our lakes, rivers, and
springs. All together, residential, agricultural, and
industrial users extract 5 billion gallons of fresh
water from the Floridan aquifer every day. As a
result, the historic flows of nearly all of Florida’s

first and second magnitude spring systems such
as Silver, Rainbow, Ichetucknee, and Wekiwa have
been reduced dramatically. Reduced spring flows
result in decreased river flows, reduced freshwater
inputs to estuaries, and movement of salt water
further upstream into the Suwannee, St. Johns,
Apalachicola, and many other smaller Florida
rivers and creeks.
Every river, lake, spring, and other water body
needs a certain minimum amount of water to
function. If unchecked, extracting water to meet
human demands (“consumptive uses”) can lower
water flow and levels to the point of significantly
harming our water resources and surrounding
ecology. To prevent such harm, decades ago
Florida adopted a strategy for establishing
Minimum Flows and Levels (MFLs) for most water
bodies, but that program has been under-utilized.
Reduced flows combined with pollution create
a deadly mix for our beloved waters. Polluted
runoff from agriculture, stormwater, leaking
septic systems, fertilizer from residential lawns,
land application of sewage sludge (biosolids),
wastewater discharges, and pollution from the air
all contribute to the destruction and decline of
Florida’s most precious natural asset.

Drinking water quality concerns can
be especially acute during extreme
weather events when rainfall and
flooding overwhelm wastewater
treatment capacity. Boil water notices,
common in many communities across
the state, highlight the urgent need to
upgrade aging infrastruture.

WHO REGULATES OUR WATER?
Water quantity. Florida's five water management
districts are responsibile for water allocations and
reservations for nature, including consumptive
use permit requests. Each district is led by a
board appointed by the governor. Too often,
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overrepresentation by developers, investors, and
corporate interests has tipped the scales in favor
of developers and other interests that lack any
incentive to reduce their water use. Currently, there
are vacancies on many of these boards, leaving
important water use decisions to a small handful
of people. Florida’s lawmakers, particularly, the
Governor, should ensure that all appointed offices
in environmental positions are filled with people
who will best advocate for our water.
Water quality. The Florida Department of
Environmental Protection (FDEP) is tasked with
enforcing a broad array of water quality standards
meant to protect human and environmental health.
Corrective actions to reduce non-point pollution
from agriculture, stormwater, leaking septic
tanks, and other sources are developed under
processes required by the U.S. Clean Water Act
and enforced primarily by FDEP. A Total Maximum
Daily Load (TMDL) is the maximum amount of a
given pollutant that a waterbody can absorb and
still achieve water quality standards. Enforcement
of TMDLs relies upon Basin Management Action
Plans (BMAP) which is a framework for water
quality restoration establishing local and state
commitments to reduce pollutant loading through
current and future projects and strategies.
While Florida has developed more than 220
TMDLs, many are overdue.4 Additionally, the state
has failed to establish TMDLs for many waterbodies
that have been designated as impaired for years.
Some BMAPs, particularly in our springs systems,
have been legally found to be ineffective, especially
when there is a reliance on voluntary regulations.
Furthermore, most existing BMAPs fail to account
for future growth, legacy pollution, or climate
change.
Drinking water. The U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency sets baseline drinking water
quality standards, largely based on human health
concerns. FDEP enforces these standards through
a variety of mechanisms. While some states have
already started to regulate emergent contaminants
of concern such as PFAS (per- and polyfluoroalkyl
substances), known to cause cancer and used in
firefighting foam, cookware, clothing, and other
materials. Florida has not yet addressed PFAS.
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Wetlands. Florida has already lost more acres of
wetlands than any other state in the nation. The
human benefits they provide, including flood
protection and climate regulation, cannot be
understated. Florida’s lawmakers must hold FDEP
accountable to the needs of our ecosystems
and public, and re-establish that our wetlands
protections and permitting programs must not
be used as a vehicle to fast track development.
Lawmakers must ensure that FDEP stringently
enforces existing wetlands protections and
consider adopting more expansive protections.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
There is no single silver bullet solution to save our
waterways. The threats to our water resources are
numerous and varied; so must be the solutions.
We need buy-in from state and local governments,
water managers, utilities, industry, agricultural
interests, and the public to address the degradation
of our waterways.
Sustaining Florida’s quality of life and economy
requires concerted efforts to improve the
management and conservation of water resources.
A balanced approach to water supply planning
must prioritize reducing consumption to ensure
sufficient availability of clean water for natural
systems and uses that serve the public interest.

WATER QUALITY

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Adopt and implement statewide stormwater regulations to reduce environmental harm by

incorporating new science-based technologies; eliminating the statutory presumption of
compliance; and utilizing periodic, quantifiable water quality testing to determine compliance.

• Create a regulatory system for septic tanks that prohibits installation of new septic systems in
environmentally sensitive areas, including coastal high hazard areas, and low-lying areas with
elevated groundwater tables. Regulations of existing septic tanks should require that owners
replace traditional septic tanks with nitrogen removing systems or connect to central sewer.

• Require advanced agricultural Best Management Practices (BMPs) to achieve water quality

goals in the basins of impaired and outstanding water bodies. Verify the effectiveness and
implementation of BMPs with regular, quantifiable water quality testing, and eliminate the
presumption of compliance with water quality standards.

• Protect all Florida waters from unsustainable land disposal of sewage sludge by expanding
permit safeguards that are currently in place in South Florida.

• Monitor and strictly limit nutrient inputs from land application of reclaimed water.
• Repeal and prevent statewide preemptions that prohibit local governments from regulating
harmful contaminants including fertilizers, pesticides, biosolids, and single-use plastics.

• Expand

access to financial support and technical assistance for municipal upgrades to
Advanced Wastewater Treatment systems.

• Require municipalities to regularly assess the condition of their wastewater systems and make
improvements where deficiencies are discovered.

• Establish a timeline for upgrading all wastewater treatment plants to Advanced Wastewater
Treatment standards, regardless of the discharge method.

• Provide

increased funding and geographically equitable allocation for land conservation,
environmental restoration, and water quality improvement projects in watersheds throughout
Florida.

• Increase state funding and staffing to the Florida Department of Environmental Protection
and require the Water Management Districts to use their authority to increase valorem rates
sufficient to address our water quality and quantity issues.

• Develop BMAPs that exceed the reductions needed to meet TMDLs. Strategies should account

for growth, include nutrient reductions necessary to be protective of downstream water bodies,
address legacy pollution sources, and accelerate the timeline for reaching water quality goals.

• Implement stronger drinking water standards that take into account children, the elderly, and
other vulnerable populations.

• Develop water quality standards for emerging contaminants of concerns, such as cyanotoxins,
pharmaceutical and personal care products, and “PFAS.”

• Fill seats on environmental decision-making boards, such as water management districts and
the Environmental Regulation Commission, with diverse and qualified appointees that will
advocate for regulations that protect and improve our state’s water quality.

WATER
CONSERVATION

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Implement a water withdrawal fee on all consumptive use permits to

provide an economic incentive for water conservation and to provide
funding for future water conservation projects.

• Define

the “public interest” in water use permitting decisions to
include both no harm to ecosystems and the protection of natural
resources.

• Require

consumptive use permit applicants to have measurable,
enforceable, goal-based water conservation plans that are based
on sound science. Where necessary, enact a moratorium on new
consumptive use permits when an Outstanding Florida Spring or
Outstanding Florida Water requires a “recovery strategy” because
significant harm to the waterbody is already occurring as a result of
over-pumping.

• Expedite

the establishment and adoption of protective Minimum
Flows and Levels, and incorporate them into statewide water supply
planning.

• Adopt a protective definition for “harmful to the water resources” (as
required by section 373.219(3), Florida Statutes) to protect Outstanding
Florida Springs from excessive water withdrawals.

• Dedicate significant funding for land conservation to preserve critical
aquifer recharge areas.

• Regulate

new development to prohibit urban sprawl, require
smart growth planning and green infrastructure, and require the
use of water conservation technologies and measures, including
strict requirements to retain native vegetation and landscape new
development with native groundcover, shrubs and trees.

Juniper Springs
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SALT WATER
BEACHES, COASTS, AND ESTUARIES
Healthy estuaries, coasts, and beaches are
essential to our way of life. Our coastal systems are
the economic engine that drives Florida’s tourism
industry and more people visit Florida’s beaches
than the beaches of any other country. Our state
is home to more than 820 miles of sandy beach,
1,200 miles of coastline, and 4,500 square miles
of estuaries and bays. Nearly three out of every
four Floridians reside in coastal counties, with
the majority of Florida’s residents living less than
60 miles from the Gulf of Mexico or the Atlantic
Ocean.
Estuaries are semi-enclosed coastal areas that
contain a mixture of fresh water from rivers and
streams and salt water from the sea. With a range
of salinities, estuaries contain both submerged
and emergent wetland plants like seagrass, salt
marsh, and mangroves. Many prized sportfish like
tarpon, snook, and redfish rely on estuaries for
part of their lifecycle, making these ecosystems
critical to our vibrant commercial and recreational
fishing industries. Besides providing habitat and
food for countless fish, shellfish, manatees, crabs,
and turtles, these brackish water wetlands are our
first line of defense from damaging storms and
hurricanes. Like terrestrial plants, water-loving
plants also store carbon in their root systems,
helping to reduce the amount of heat-trapping
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. In some
estuaries, plants like seagrasses can buffer the
effects of ocean acidification which can weaken
the shells of oysters and other shellfish. As
natural shorelines are replaced with sea walls and
development, we lose those protective measures
and the diversity of wildlife they support.

THREATS
Despite their immense value, our estuaries, coasts,
and beaches are threatened by overdevelopment,
shoreline armoring, degraded water quality, plastic
pollution, and sea level rise. From fecal bacteria to
harmful algal blooms, Florida’s coastal areas are
increasingly impacted by water quality issues and
pollution. Pollution in these areas is dangerous
to human health and can be devastating for local

economies. Like our freshwater systems, pollution
sources to our marine systems include stormwater
runoff, human waste from aging sewage and
septic systems, agricultural discharges, and marine
debris and plastic pollution. Unique to the marine
environment, harmful algal blooms in the form
of red tide and blue-green algae have significant
economic and human health consequences. Red
tide can cause respiratory impairments and persons
with asthma or other illnesses may be particularly
vulnerable to poor air quality conditions during
red tide blooms. The prolonged red tide bloom
in 2017-2018 led to massive die-offs of fish and
marine life. Coastal towns all but shut down as
their beaches were blanketed with thousands of
dead fish, birds, and dolphins. Cyanobacteria, a
component of blue-green algae, can be toxic to
people and pets, yet the state still lacks water
quality standards for this known threat.
Plastic pollution is increasingly prevalent on Florida’s
beaches and in coastal waters. It includes not only
obvious plastic litter like discarded plastic bags or
bottles, but also minuscule microplastics that are
found in our drinking water, seafood, rain, and
even the air. They are caused by the breakdown of
plastic items, as well as the degradation of synthetic
clothing. While other states are actively regulating
plastic bags and foam containers, the Florida
Legislature has preempted local communities from
passing foam or plastic bag bans without offering
any statewide policy solutions for plastic pollution.

OUR BEACHES ARE ERODING
Florida’s beaches are some of the most beautiful
in the world. Because they are so desirable,
the majority of our coastline has been heavily
developed. Half of the state’s beaches have
been designated as “critically eroded,” meaning
that the adjacent upland development and
infrastructure requires perpetual protection from
the encroaching surf. Stronger and more frequent
storms and hurricanes can batter coastlines and
beaches, cutting new channels through barrier
islands and flooding coastal communities.
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As properties become threatened by erosion,
homeowners look for ways to combat beach
erosion through expensive and damaging beach
renourishment or sea walls. Hard armoring of
the beach with steel and concrete sea walls or
other coastal structures such as groins and jetties
can cause many harmful impacts. Sea walls
actually increase coastal erosion and, without
renourishment in perpetuity, sacrifice public
beaches in order to temporarily save the structure.
In addition to negatively impacting public beach
access, coastal armoring interferes with nesting
sea turtles and shorebirds.
Beach renourishment includes placing sand that
is dredged from the ocean or other areas onto
eroding beaches. It is a costly and temporary
solution. Most coastal erosion is caused by the
state’s many engineered navigational inlets which
can change the way water flows. Sand naturally
shifts and barrier islands can migrate over time,
making the placement of homes and businesses in
these coastal high hazard areas not only risky but
costly. While many coastal communities provide
some funding, tens of millions of dollars have been
allocated annually from the Land Acquisition Trust
Fund to renourish beaches. Yet all too frequently,
the benefits of expensive and environmentally
degrading beach renourishment projects prove
fruitless, as the newly placed sand is washed
away by the next major storm or through tidal
exchange. Florida must recognize that beaches
are living, dynamic, ever-changing systems, not
fixed structures.

CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS
Our coastlines, estuaries, and coastal communities
are especially exposed to impacts from climate
change and sea level rise. Florida’s low elevation
and extensive coastal areas make it vulnerable to
current and future rising seas. Salt water can intrude
into fresh water, leading to losses of freshwaterdependent vegetation and harming drinking
water sources. Estuaries can also become saltier
as sea water may extend many miles upstream
into historically freshwater rivers. This can result in
the loss of vegetation and native species. Climate
change makes blue-green algae and red tide
outbreaks worse as nutrient-rich conditions are
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proliferated by warmer, wetter weather.
Inundation of coastal areas due to sea level rise can
also lead to habitat squeeze in areas with adjacent
upland development or structuring. Landward
habitats migrate to respond to warming climates
and rising waters. As habitats migrate upslope or
inland to avoid rising seas, they may be met with
impenetrable roads or other infrastructure. This
leads to a net loss of wetlands, dune grasses, and
other important habitats.
Fortunately, preservation and restoration of our
coastal habitats can ameliorate negative impacts
from flooding and sea level rise, improving our
resiliency to a changing climate. Living shorelines,
composed of native vegetation like mangroves
and wave-reducing substrates like oyster reefs, can
protect nearby coastal development and provide
habitat and food sources for fish and birds.
Coastal marshes like seagrasses, marshes,
and mangroves store carbon in their roots. By
protecting and restoring coastal habitats, or “blue
carbon” areas, we can reduce heat-trapping gas
emissions to the atmosphere and reduce ocean
acidification. In addition to protecting our human
population, more stable marine and estuary
ecosystems protects our valuable fishing and
shellfish industries.
To be clear, the climate crisis amplifies our water
challenges and extends beyond just sea level rise.
Many of the issues caused by the climate crisis and
how they relate to human population can be found
in the sections of this book focused on climate
change.
The Florida Legislature should adopt policies that
reduce or reverse threats that put our coastal waters
at risk. Many coastal states, including California,
New Jersey, and North Carolina, are adopting
coastal management policies that consider climate
change and sea level rise. The Florida Legislature
must provide similar meaningful leadership,
starting by requiring the Florida Department of
Environmental Protection to conduct a study
on anticipated sea level rise impacts, present
recommendations to local governments, and
guide state agencies in their planning and land
use decisions.

SALT WATER

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Incorporate a review of the disproportionate impacts of sea level rise and global climate
change to communities of color and under-resourced communities in policy decisions,
including collateral damage from climate gentrification.
Update the state’s 25-year-old coastal development laws that allow development on sandy
beaches to establish coastal construction and 30-year erosion lines that are based on the
best available sea level rise and erosion projections, and prohibit the practice except in
exceptional circumstances.
Update and implement inlet management plans so there is no net loss of sand.
Implement post-disaster redevelopment policies that prohibit building in the same
vulnerable locations after storms.
Disincentivize development and redevelopment in vulnerable coastal areas and prioritize
land acquisition for hazard mitigation.
Enact a moratorium on new septic systems in areas that are vulnerable to sea level rise
and coastal flooding.
Require the landward siting of new coastal development.
Establish and fund coastal land acquisition (direct fee-simple or less-than-fee purchase
or through conservation easements) programs.
Increase green infrastructure and natural defenses such as coral reefs, mangroves,
wetlands, and dunes.
Invest in blue carbon solutions, including restoration of coastal ecosystems that store
carbon and reduce ocean acidification.
Create sea level rise readiness policies that prioritize prevention and mitigation in addition
to adaptation strategies.
Adopt statewide water quality standards for cyanobacteria and associated toxins.
Implement a comprehensive, conspicuous, and timely notification process for dangerous
conditions in recreational water bodies to protect human health, including electronic
notification and physical signage.
Fund the Florida Healthy Beaches Program with recurring, sustainable state revenue.
Enact legislation to curb plastic pollution or, at a minimum, allow local governments to
regulate single-use plastic bags and foam foodware.
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THE EVERGLADES
The Everglades is likely Florida’s most recognized
natural feature and it provides drinking water for 9
million residents. Comprising most of the southern
peninsula, the Greater Everglades Ecosystem
begins near Orlando with the Kissimmee River
and ends in Florida Bay. It contains a mixture
of cypress swamps, flatwoods, marshes, and
prairies, interspersed with creeks, rivers, and
Lake Okeechobee. It supports 78 threatened
and endangered species. The Everglades once
covered 18,000 square miles but is now less than
one-third of its original size. The historic flow of
the Everglades has been drastically altered by
massive drainage infrastructure projects built in the
20th century, including the channelization of the
Kissimmee River and water diversions from Lake
Okeechobee to the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee
estuaries. Natural areas south of the lake have
been starved for fresh water, while discharges of
pollution-laden fresh water from the lake have led
to salinity imbalances and fueled harmful algae
blooms along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts.
The state is an active partner in the restoration of
the Everglades. The Comprehensive Everglades
Restoration Plan (CERP) is the single largest
component of the restoration effort and was
authorized by Congress in 2000. The goal of CERP
is to “restore, preserve, and protect the south
Florida ecosystem while providing for other waterrelated needs of the region, including water supply
and flood protection.” CERP laid out a 35-year
timeline for more than 60 component projects.
Now, 20 years later, we are beginning to see the
results of this program, with some CERP projects
completed and others nearing completion. Yet
this work will be in vain if additional pollution and
encroaching development are not prohibited in
the Greater Everglades Ecosystem. Near-term
adjustments to water policy are necessary while we
wait for CERP to be completed.
In 2020, Everglades restoration had record
high funding at $200 million from the federal
government along with $322 million from the
state. By maintaining the state level and investing
more at the federal level, we can save $2.7 billion
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dollars and finish CERP on time. In combination,
these projects will help alleviate blue-green algae
blooms that plague the Caloosahatchee and St.
Lucie estuaries and seagrass die-offs in Florida Bay.

THREATS
As the lead federal agency in restoration efforts,
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers can improve
its management practices, particularly related
to the operation of Lake Okeechobee, to better
address ecosystem and human health. The South
Florida Water Management District must be a
proactive partner in this. During the dry season,
water is retained in Lake Okeechobee instead
of being sent south to the Water Conservation
Areas (WCAs) and Everglades. The lack of water
sent south dries out Everglades National Park
and the Big Cypress National Preserve. In the wet
season, the WCAs are flooded with water from the
Everglades Agricultural Area (located just south
of the Lake), and no water can move south from
Lake Okeechobee. Changing the flow of water in
these two seasons by integrating salinity and flow
performance measures in the Lake Okeechobee
Regulation Schedule (LORS) can drastically help
preserve the Everglades. Doing so will minimize
damaging high-volume discharges to the St. Lucie
and Caloosahatchee estuaries during the wet
season and provide beneficial dry-season flows to
the Caloosahatchee estuary.
Lake Okeechobee operations should incorporate
new protective measures in the new Lake
Okeechobee System Operating Manual (LOSOM).
By adding a water demand from the Everglades
to LOSOM, sending water south would help meet
the dry-season needs of the Caloosahatchee and
be used as a water management strategy to lower
the lake in advance of the wet season. This change
will provide more capacity in the Lake for the wet
season, thus reducing the likelihood of harmful
discharges to the northern estuaries. Additional
acquisition of lands in the Greater Everglades
Ecosystem should be accelerated to give water
managers enough land on which to store and
cleanse water, to then be discharged south to

Everglades restoration yields
a 4:1 return on investment
and creates more than
440,000 jobs.Florida’s $11.5
Billion fishing industry, $23.3
Billion boating industry, and
$94 Billion tourism industry
depend on the health of the
Everglades ecosystem and
coastal waters.5 6 7
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replenish the Southern Everglades and Florida Bay.
Greater enforcement of water pollution standards is needed to address legacy
and new pollution sources to the system. State lawmakers should pick up where
the Clean Waterways Act of 2020 (SB712) left off by fixing Basin Management
Action Plans (BMAPs), which are failing to help the impaired waters the
legislature intended to serve. BMAPs over-rely on projected pollution data rather
than actual measured nutrient data, which is often significantly higher. Also,
they rely heavily on Best Management Practices (BMPs), which are voluntary,
unenforceable, and designed not to cost the landowner money and, therefore,
fall short of protecting water quality.
Policies should also expedite establishment of adequate minimum flows and
levels (MFLs) and address human health impacts of polluted discharges. Water
for the natural environment in Florida does not have the same guarantees that
water for businesses has. Despite a Florida law requiring water bodies to have
minimum flows and levels to prevent environmental harm,9 there is a clause
that negates their enforcement. As a result, the environment takes a back seat
to agriculture irrigation. The failed MFL is felt acutely in the Caloosahatchee
estuary and Florida Bay. Given the economic impact of fishing, tourism, and
boating in Florida, the state must give the environment the same protections
as businesses in water supply decisions. The legislature should enact the BlueGreen Algae Task Force recommendations to protect human health, including
and especially water quality standards for cyanotoxins.
Finally, the ill-conceived M-CORES toll roads program should be permanently
repealed and defunded. The impervious surfaces of these controversial toll
roads will carry pollutants to protected and ailing waterways at a time when state
and federal agencies are spending hundreds of millions of dollars fighting that
very type of pollution. Much of Florida has already been ditched and drained. A
massive road network cutting through some of Florida’s least developed lands
will only cut through vital habitat for the endangered Florida panther and other
native Florida wildlife, but also add to our pollution problems by expanding the
drainage system and encouraging urban sprawl.
1 Rosen, Everitt. “Major Spills from Florida’s Sewage Treatment Plants Are on the Rise-and so Are the Storms That Can Cause Aging
Pipes to Burst.” The Human Hazard, WUFT, 22 May 2020.
2 Evans, Lisa. “Florida and Coal Ash: Disposal, Contamination, and Inadequate Regulation.” Fact sheet. Earthjustice. December 2014.
Web.
3 Temkin, Alexis M., et al. “Application of the Key Characteristics of Carcinogens to Per and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances.” International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, vol. 17, no. 5, 4 Mar. 2020. doi:10.3390/ijerph17051668.
4 “Final TMDL Reports.” Florida Department of Environmental Protection, Florida DEP, floridadep.gov/dear/water-quality-evaluationtmdl/content/final-tmdl-reports.
5 The Everglades Foundation. “Everglades Economy’’. Web. https://www.evergladeseconomy.org/
6 Southwick Associates. “Economic Impacts of Recreational Fishing in Florida.” Fact sheet. American Sportfishing Association. October
2018. Web. https://asafishing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ASA-Congressional-Fishing-Contributions-2019-Senate-versionFlorida-Update-06262019.pdf
7 National Marine Manufacturers Association. “Recreational Boating, an American Pastime & Economic Engine: Florida.” Fact sheet.
National Marine Manufacturers Association. October 2018. Web. https://www.nmma.org/statistics/publications/economic-impactinfographics
8 Rockport Analytics. “Picking Up the Pace: Florida’s Tourism Performance Jumps Into a Higher Gear, the 2018 Contribution of Travel &
Tourism to the Florida Economy.” Report. Visit Florida. 2020. Web. https://www.visitflorida.org/media/30679/florida-visitor-economiclarge-impact-study.pdf
9 Section 373.042, Florida Statutes.
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THE EVERGLADES
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Maintain state-level funding and increase federal funding to expedite
completion of the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan
(CERP).
Include increased water demands for the Everglades during the dry
season in the Lake Okeechobee Systems Operating Manual (LOSOM).
Push the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and South Florida Water
Management District to ensure the LOSOM considers the dry-season
water needs of the Everglades, addresses human health risks posed
by toxic algae, and adheres to updated salinity and flow performance
measures developed by the RECOVER Program.
Fix the broken system of voluntary BMAPs by making pollution
prevention programs like BMPs mandatory and enacting stronger
water quality standards.
Develop and enforce MFLs for the Everglades that incorporate
ecosystem protections as well as the needs for fishing, tourism, and
boating industries.
Acquire additional lands in and around the Greater Everglades
Ecosystem to maximize water management flexibility by providing
opportunities for additional water storage and treatment.
Enact recommendations of the Blue-Green Algae Task Force,
including and especially water-quality standards for cyanotoxins and
adequate public warning of toxic algae blooms.
Repeal the M-CORES toll roads program and redirect funding to
water quality and conservation priorities of the state, including the
Everglades.

Path of Light, photo by Paul Marcellini
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