
The Everglades is a unique treasure 
unlike any other in the world.
     The greater Everglades 
ecosystem encompasses nearly 
three million acres of Florida’s 
landscape, flowing from the 
Kissimmee Chain of Lakes into 
Lake Okeechobee, and down to the 
Florida Keys.
     At an elevation near 60 feet 
above sea level, Shingle Creek 
in Orlando is the northernmost 
headwaters of Florida Everglades. 
The creek meanders 23 miles 
flowing south into Lake 
Tohopekaliga in Osceola County, 
which begins its 350-mile journey 
through the Kissimmee Chain of 
Lakes, down the Kissimmee River 
and into Lake Okeechobee, before 
flowing into the Everglades and out 
to Florida Bay at the southern tip 
of Florida. A drop of water used to 
take six to eight months to reach 
Lake Okeechobee and then another 
16 months, moving only one mile 
every four days, from the Lake 
through the wide, shallow River 
of Grass through the Everglades to 
Florida Bay.  
     Efforts to drain the Everglades 
started in the 1800s with the 
objective of converting "worthless 
wet land" to productive uses like 
agriculture and development. 
In 1926 and 1928, hurricanes 
hit Lake Okeechobee causing 
devastating floods and loss of 
thousands of lives. That prompted 

the state of Florida to ask the 
federal government for help with 
flood control. In 1930, construction 
began on the Herbert Hoover 
Dike around Lake Okeechobee 
along with a larger system of 
floodway channels, control gates, 
and levees designed for flood 
control. Because the dike cut off 
the flow of water south to the 
Everglades, the Caloosahatchee 
River to the west was deepened, 
and the drainage canal to the 
east connecting the Lake to the 
St. Lucie Estuary was expanded, 
redirecting Lake Okeechobee water 
from the Everglades to the west 
and east coasts. Together known as 
the Okeechobee Waterway, these 
projects, for the first time, provided 
a navigable connection between 
the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic 
Ocean. The historic Everglades 
south of Lake Okeechobee was 
drained and farmed. Today it 
includes approximately 700,000 
acres called the Everglades 
Agricultural Area where sugar cane, 
vegetables, citrus, and rice are 
grown. 
     More than 100 years of 
digging canals, building dams, 
and controlling the waters for 
agriculture and development have 
drained natural wetlands and 
destroyed the flow of the River of 
Grass. Today, less than half of the 

original Everglades remain. Florida 
has lost healthy wetlands that once 
stored and cleaned excess water 
for use during Florida’s dry season 
and now struggles with alternating 
years of costly water shortages and 
water excesses that threaten coastal 
communities. Meanwhile, pollution 
and stormwater runoff from 
agriculture and urban development 
have disrupted the natural balance 
and health of ecosystems and the 
fish, birds, reptiles, and mammals 
that inhabit them.
     Restoring the River of Grass is 
vital to support Florida’s tourism, 
agricultural, and real estate 
economies, and is fundamental 
to providing clean, fresh drinking 
water for more than eight million 
Floridians. Florida’s $9.7 billion 
fishing industry (129,000 jobs), 
$10.4 billion boating industry 
(83,000 jobs),¹ and $89.1 billion 
tourism industry (1.1 million 
jobs)² depend on the health of the 
Everglades ecosystem and coastal 
waters.
     Since Congress passed the 
Comprehensive Everglades 
Restoration Plan (CERP) in 2000, 
significant progress has been made 
towards restoration. However, 
funding delays have hampered 
restoration, causing the ecosystem 
to continue its decline. Every wet 
year, our lack of storage sufficient to 
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Policy Recommendations
Issue bonds to purchase lands in the Everglades Agricultural 
Area (EAA) to complete the CERP EAA storage project. 
This is critical to store, clean, and move water south to 
the Everglades, and reduce damaging Lake Okeechobee 
discharges to the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee coastal 
estuaries.

Build storage to protect estuaries from Lake Okeechobee 
discharges, provide vital flow to Everglades National Park 
and Florida Bay, reduce pressure on the Herbert Hoover 
Dike, and protect against salt water intrusion to the water 
supply of southeast Florida caused by climate change and 
sea level rise.

Enact and enforce strong pollution limits that safeguard 
Florida’s water resources from degradation.
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Roseate Spoonbils

capture, clean, and send freshwater 
south to the Everglades devastates 
the estuaries in Martin and Lee 
Counties with harmful polluted 
water from Lake Okeechobee. In 
2015, drought conditions caused 
Florida Bay to suffer from lack of 
freshwater flow leading to record 
high salinities and the loss of 
50,000 acres of critical seagrass 
habitat. The 2016 outbreak of toxic 
algae in Lake Okeechobee released 
to Florida’s estuaries to the east and 
west, marked the fourth time since 
2004 that algal blooms brought 
ecological and economic calamity 
to our coastlines.³
     Strong leadership is needed to 
ensure critical water infrastructure 
is built to store, clean, and move 
freshwater through the Florida 
peninsula all the way into Florida 
Bay. 
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