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2026 Regular Session     The Florida Senate  

 COMMITTEE MEETING EXPANDED AGENDA 

   

    ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL RESOURCES 

 Senator Rodriguez, Chair 

 Senator Mayfield, Vice Chair 

 
MEETING DATE: Wednesday, October 15, 2025 

TIME: 1:30—3:00 p.m. 
PLACE: Toni Jennings Committee Room, 110 Senate Building 

MEMBERS: Senator Rodriguez, Chair; Senator Mayfield, Vice Chair; Senators Arrington, Avila, DiCeglie, Harrell, 
Polsky, and Smith 
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Presentations on the Health of Lake Okeechobee: 
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Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission presentation on the Lake Okeechobee Land 
Management Plan including exotic plant management. 
 
 

 
Presented 
        
 

 
2 
 

 
South Florida Water Management District presentation on lake ecology and nutrient 
pollution. 
 
 

 
Presented 
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U.S. Army Corps of Engineers presentation on Lake Okeechobee operations. 
 
 

 
Presented 
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Senate Committee on Environment and Natural Resources
October 15, 2025

George Warthen, Chief Conservation Officer

Lake Okeechobee

1
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission



Fish and Wildlife Resources
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Fisheries

• 550 documented trophy Florida bass

• Ranked 25th in Bassmaster Magazine’s 2025 “100 Best Bass Lakes in America”

• Top black crappie fishing destination
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Waterfowl

• Renowned waterfowl hunting lake

• 13 species

• Winters 100,000+ ducks

• Healthy marshes and open water 
contribute to duck abundance
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Alligators

• Four Alligator Management Units
• 607 permits

• Chosen by 14% of hunters

• 33.9% of eggs collected 
for the commercial  industry
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Water Management

• System-wide approach

• Minimize undesirable discharges

• Sends more water south

• Operations to recover ecology

Photo courtesy USACE
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Habitat Conditions: 2003-2025
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• Zones 1 – 4:  US Army Corps of Engineers

• Zones 4 – 10:  FWC

• Interagency Task Force – bi-monthly

• Interagency Lake Flight – monthly

• FWC – USACE coordination calls 
• Weekly to daily coordination between 

field biologists

Interagency Coordination

Zone 1

Zone 6

Zone 5

Zone 4

Zone 3

Zone 2

Zone 10

Zone 9

Zone 8

Zone 7

Lake Okeechobee

Tin House Cove

Henry 
   Creek 
      Marsh

Observation
   Shoal

Moonshine
Bay

Kings Bar

Fisheating Bay

Cochran’s Pass

Uncle Joes Cut

8



Strategic Approach to Management

• Science based

• Stakeholder driven

• Collaborative

• Guides future management
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Restoring, Enhancing, and Managing Habitats

• Restore natural hydrology 

• Enhance desirable vegetation  

• Use of prescribed fire

• Reduce sedimentation 
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ChemicalPhysical BiologicalMechanical

Integrated Pest Management
Management tools are selected based on management goals, lake conditions, and funding available. 

Management Toolbox
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Vegetation Management Projects

• Cooperative effort

• Torpedo grass provides less suitable 
habitat

• 6,000 acres diverse native marsh 
restored
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Floating Plant Management

FWC herbicide use for floating 
plants on Lake Okeechobee
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Prescribed Fire

• 25% of the lake’s surface area is 
vegetated freshwater marsh 

• Adapted to frequent fire

• Optimal conditions during Lake 
Okeechobee system operating manual 
recovery operations

• Over 21,000 acres burned

• Improved habitat
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Island Enhancement and Replanting Projects

• Spoil Island Enhancement

• 19,000 trees

• Over 7,000 wildflowers, grasses and 
emergent native plants (80+ species)

• 182 orchids

• Provides habitat for over 70 bird 
species,  mammals, and reptiles

• Replanting Projects

• 40,000 eelgrass plants, bulrush and 
other grasses
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Habitat Recovery

Gained:  24,453 ac

Data courtesy SFMWD
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Thank you
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Legislative Affairs Director:
Jessica Melkun

Jessica.Melkun@MyFWC.com
850-487-3795
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Lake Okeechobee History



How We Measure Lake Okeechobee’s Ecology
1 Month Ago: 
09/06/2025

Current:
10/06/2025

13.62 ft 
NGVD29

12.62 ft 
NGVD29



Status of Blue-Green Algae

Cyanobacteria 
Index

Water Quality Monitoring



• 28,000 acres in 2025
• 700% increase from 2024

• Similar to 2019 water levels

Status of Submerged Aquatic Vegetation

Eelgrass in June 202510
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New Landmark Agreement
“The Department of the Army and the 
State of Florida have committed 
to…expedited and timely review of project 
agreements, project deliverables, and 
permitting actions to support Everglades 
restoration and the quality of water within 
Lake Okeechobee.”

Prioritize permits that support “the quality 
of waters within Lake Okeechobee, 
including project components and 
elements of the Northern Everglades and 
Estuaries Protection Plan, the Lake 
Okeechobee Watershed Plan, and the 
Lower Kissimmee Basin Stormwater 
Treatment Area Project.”

Signing of the Landmark Agreement on July 18, 2025





Restoring the Kissimmee River

➢ Restored the natural winding flow of the 
Kissimmee River

➢ More than 20,000 acres of wetlands and 44 miles 
of the historic river channel were restored. 

➢ First successful large-scale riverine ecosystem 
restoration project in the country. 



District Wetland Treatment and Recreation Areas – Lower Kissimmee Basin STA  
➢ We are in an all-hands on 

deck effort to clean water 
and restore the lake for 
recreation and sportsmen, 
and reduce harmful 
discharges

➢ This project will use wetland 
systems to capture and 
clean water before it flows 
into Lake Okeechobee

➢ It will be one of the largest 
treatment projects north of 
Lake Okeechobee

➢ It will significantly reduce 
pollution loads into Lake 
Okeechobee

➢ The project will provide 
regional water quality 
benefits. 



Storage North of Lake Okeechobee 
➢ Above Ground Storage

➢ Authorized in the Water Resources Development Act 
of 2024

➢ Estimated 140 billion gallons of storage 
capacity

➢ Store excess water in the northern 
watersheds and release water at times when 
it is beneficial for the region. 

➢ Reduce the duration and frequency of both 
high and low water levels in Lake 
Okeechobee. 

➢ Reduce likelihood of harmful discharges from 
Lake Okeechobee to northern estuaries. 



Storage North of Lake Okeechobee 
➢ Below Ground Storage – Aquifer Storage and Recovery (ASR)



Lake Okeechobee Watershed Restoration – Partnerships and the Path Forward

El Maximo Ranch Northern Everglades 
Water Quality Project 

Partin Family Ranch

Bull Hammock Ranch Expansion Basinger Dairy

Lykes’ Brighton Valley Project 



Storage East and West Help Lake Okeechobee Water Levels

Florida’s leadership has already resulted in faster, cleaner, and more affordable restoration 
efforts. Since 2019:
➢ The C-43 Reservoir was completed last July to deliver 55 billion gallons of water storage with a high-capacity pump station.
➢ The C-44 Reservoir is two-thirds operational and protecting the St. Lucie Estuary.
➢ S-333 Culvert Expansion, Miami-Dade Seepage Barrier, and Old Tamiami Trail Removal were completed ahead of schedule, 

improving freshwater flow to key ecosystems.
➢ Leaving Florida better than we found it and keeping that promise for future generations. 

C-44 STA C-43 Pump Station C-43 ReservoirC-44 Pump Station

The State of Florida has the experience, urgency and determination to get the job done. We have 
proven our ability to manage restoration projects efficiently. 



Storage South to Reduce Damaging High Lake Levels



Sending Water South:  Clean Water for the Everglades
➢ Completed the last construction project in 

2024 to ensure Clean Water for the 
Everglades.
➢ More than 6,500 acres of constructed 

wetlands
➢ More than 115,000 acre-feet of water 

storage 
 

C-139 Flow Equalization Basin and the Completion of 
Restoration Strategies

Today, more than 98% of the Everglades Protection Area have 
phosphorous concentrations at or below 10 parts per billion.



Lake Okeechobee In-Lake Project Highlight

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation (SAV Protection) In-Lake Vegetation Restoration



Seeing Results – Many More To Come

➢ Annual nutrient reduction totals 
have reached over 1.8 million 
pounds of nitrogen, and 770,000 
pounds of phosphorus removed from 
Florida’s waterways.

Record Hydration in the Everglades

➢ This graphic demonstrates that 
restoration projects and operations 
work well together to nourish the 
Everglades, send water south and 
support the health of Florida Bay. 
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Lake Okeechobee  
Recovery Operations 
2024-2025

15 October 2025
Col. Brandon Bowman
Commander, Jacksonville District 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
 

Lake Okeechobee 2020

Lake Okeechobee 2024



2LAKE OKEECHOBEE CONGRESSIONALLY 
AUTHORIZED PROJECT PURPOSES 

Flood Control

Water Supply

Navigation

Recreation

Enhancement 
of Fish and 

Wildlife

Drainage and 
Water Control

Port Mayaca Lock and Dam on Lake Okeechobee
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MULTI-OBJECTIVE PERFORMANCE COMPARISON

LORS08
(with 2019 conditions)

LOSOM PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE 

LORS08
(with 2025 conditions)

CRE: Caloosahatchee River Estuary
GE:  Greater Everglades
LECSA:  Lower East Coast Service Area
LOSA:  Lake Okeechobee Service Area
LORS08: Lake Okeechobee Regulation 
Schedule 2008
LOSOM: Lake Okeechobee System 
Operating Manual
SLE:  St. Lucie River Estuary
STOF: Seminole Tribe of Florida

CLOSER TO THE 
CENTER IS BETTER
CLOSER TO THE 
CENTER IS BETTER

CRE ECOLOGY
(Sum Of Triggered 
Stressful and 
Damaging Events)

LOSA WATER SUPPLY 
(Weighted average 

cutbacks)

STOF WATER SUPPLY
(Demands not met)

 

LAKE ECOLOGY
(% Above Ecologically Preferred 
Envelope)

NAVIGATION
(% Below the
Authorized Depth)

RECREATION
(Combination of 
estuary, lake, and 

flows south metrics)

SLE ALGAL BLOOM RISK
(Flows During Peak 
Algal Risk Months)GE ECOLOGY

(Flows South)

CRE ALGAL BLOOM RISK
(Flows During Peak 
Algal Risk Months

SLE ECOLOGY
(Sum Of Triggered 
Stressful and Damaging 
Events)

LAKE ECOLOGY
(% Outside Ecologically 

Preferred Envelope)LECSA WATER SUPPLY
(Combination water 

shortage frequency & 
severity)

LEGEND:

LOSOM BENEFITS AND EFFECTS
PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW
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LAKE RECOVERY OPERATION CHECKS (FALL 2024)

LOSOM WCP Section 7.5.8

Indicators (not hard triggers): 
 If stages rise above 17 feet or do not recede below 

13 feet (for 30 days in the summer)
 SAV coverage in the lake significantly reduced 

(<11,000 acres) 

Considerations at beginning of dry season: 
 Moderate to strong winter/spring ENSO event not 

predicted
 La Niña forecasted to be weak event

 Lake stages have not receded below 11 FT in the 
last 5 years
 2020 minimum stage 11 feet 

 Ecological and Snail kite conditions 
 Total nests on LOK: 109, total successful on LOK: 32

 Water supply 
 Stages above 15.5 feet already

Intent: 
 Bring lake stages below 12’ NGVD to allow 

recovery of SAV

Releases during the dry season:
(all within optimal ranges for CRE, SLE, LWL): 
 Up to 2,100 cfs at CRE
 Up to 1,400 cfs at SLE 
 Up to 300 cfs at LWL
 Up to maximum practicable south

Success:
 Stage <12.0 feet for 90 days or
 Stage <11.5 feet for 60 days

Notes:
 Rely on SFWMD for water supply assessment
 Recovery Operations can be terminated at any 

point during drawdown. 
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Max releases

S-77: Up to 7,500 cfs
S-80: Up to 3,500 cfs

S-79: Up to 2,000 cfs
S-80: 0 cfs

No releases unless 
requested by SFWMD

Zone A

Zone BC
Zone D

April EXTREME dry 
(16% of normal)

Mar. 29: 0 cfs S-80

Apr. 12: 1,000 cfs S-79
Apr. 19: 650 cfs S-79

Mar. 20: 1,400 cfs S-79
500 cfs S-80

May 3: 500 cfs S-79

May 28: 250 cfs S-79

Dec 7: 2,100 cfs S-79 
1,400 cfs SLE 
400 cfs LWL 

Max Prac South

Success:
 Stage <12.0 feet for 90 days

 101 days below
 Stage <11.5 feet for 60 days

 78 days below
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Positive Outcomes 
• Improved Lake Conditions

• Water clarity improved
• Decreased dissolved nutrients

• ~214 days in ecological recovery envelope
• 101 days below 12ft (90 days for success)
• 78 days below 11.5ft (60 days for success)

RECOVERY OPERATIONS PERFORMANCE
SUMMER 2025

Indian Prairie March 2025

Moore Haven Burn

Lake Okeechobee Vegetation Planting 2025

SAV acreage increased from 4,000 to 28,000 acres

Endangered 
Okeechobee Gourd



8RECOVERY OPERATIONS PERFORMANCE
OYSTER SPAWN

7 times 20-year 
average for June!

2024: 
Spectacular 

year for 
oysters 

2025 spring: 
Successful 
recruitment

St. Lucie River Estuary (SLE)Caloosahatchee River Estuary



9RECOVERY OPERATIONS PERFORMANCE
SUMMER 2025

Negative Outcomes
• Navigational impacts with low water in 

both lake routes, C-44, and C-43 
• 158 days below 12.56 feet 

• Reduced snail kite and wading bird 
activity due to decreased foraging area
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• Monitoring Lake Okeechobee ecological indicators over time will be the true indicator of 
success 
• SAV coverage
• Bass fishery surveys 
• Wading bird nesting/foraging
• Everglades Snail Kite nesting/foraging and Apple Snail population

• Impacts to water supply evaluated over time 

RECOVERY OPERATIONS PERFORMANCE 
OUTSTANDING METRICS
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• Develop preliminary recovery operations 
information 

• Outline of Draft AAR
• News release on AAR intent and request 

for input from stakeholders (22 Oct 2025) 
• Dry Season Assessment Point meeting (18 

Nov 2025); federal and state agency and 
tribal input on Recovery Operations

• Dry Season Assessment Point meeting (2 
Dec 2025); local agency and public input 
on Recovery Operations

October –  December 2025

• Draft AAR document preparation
• Development of summary findings/data 

presentation
• Corps DQC/Legal Review 
• Public Engagement Meetings 

December 2025 – February 2026

PUBLIC OPPORTUNITY
Review and compare initial 
array, provide a schedule 

for analysis
DRAFT AAROUTREACH AND INPUT 

COLLECTION

1 2

ACTIVITIES

D O C U M E N T A T I O N  P R O C E S S

LOSOM RECOVERY OPERATIONS
AFTER ACTION REPORT (AAR)

FINAL AAR

• Update AAR to incorporate feedback 
• Corps DQC/Legal Review Final AAR
• Publish Final AAR (29 Mar 2026)
February – March 2026

3
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QUESTIONS & DISCUSSION
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BACK UP SLIDES
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LAKE OKEECHOBEE SUBMERGED VEGETATION
Moderate to shallow lake depths Deep water lake depths

Lake Okeechobee 2020 Lake Okeechobee 2024
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LAKE OKEECHOBEE VALUE TO THE NATION
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LAKE OKEECHOBEE
INVASIVE SPECIES MANAGEMENT

USACE has 126 years 
of experience with 
invasive plant 
management.

All management 
decisions are guided by 
legal compliance and 
decades of research. 

Partnerships and 
Consistency is the best 
management strategy. 

Proactive management 
is both economically and 
ecologically beneficial.
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Why manage plants on Lake Okeechobee 

Navigation 
Flood Control  

Ecosystem 
Restoration 



18125 years of Invasive Species
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Integrated Pest 
Management Mechanical control  

Chemical 
control  

• Most economical
• Varying efficacy
• Reduce risks

• Best on floating islands 
• 10 to 50 times more costly than 

chemical 
• Non-selective, turbity, 
• Non-target damage, substrate

• Selective (minimal non-target damage)
• Cost effective
• Best way to achieve ‘maintenance 

control’

Biocontrol 
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Lake Okeechobee Aquatic Plant Management 
Interagency Task Force

• Est. 1987
• Quarterly meetings held by USACE
• Involves multiple state, federal, and county 

agencies and universities
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Spray Moratorium of 1986 and 2019 Pause

2019

1986

The two highest levels of 
floating invasive plants on 
Lake Okeechobee occurred 
after the spraying had been 
paused.
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October 13, 2020 
(post Spray Pause) 

Waterway Blockage - Lock 
shutdown
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– 2020 and 2021- majority of damage was 
seen from the 3-month spray pause

Since 2021 USACE & FWC ARE:

– Using 80% less herbicide

– Treating 44% less acres

– Reduced Invasive Floating Vegetation 
Acreage by 83%  since 2020

*** even less in 2025 

Results of Proactive Management 
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Additional Info:
• All herbicides are EPA approved and sprayed 

at legal rates
• Maintenance Control reduces herbicide use, 

sediment buildup and costs
• We are constantly improving methods and 

tools - work with ERDC research and 
partners

• LOSOM – uncertain changes

Impacts if we can’t use herbicides:
• Navigation – increased blockages and 

lock shutdowns
• Flood Risk – impact to structures, 

reduced water flow
• Environmental – native plants reduction
• HABs – won’t be able to treat w/peroxide
• Safety - Safe Harbor operations impacted
• Water supply/Ag culverts and pumps
• Costs will increase 10% to 50% using just 

mechanical ($600K to over $6M)
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SENATOR BRYAN AVILA 
39th District 

THE FLORIDA SENATE 
 

Tallahassee, Florida  32399-1100 
 

 
COMMITTEES: 

Finance and Tax, Chair 

Transportation, Vice Chair 

Appropriations Committee on Transportation, 

Tourism, and Economic Development 

Environmental and Natural Resources 

Ethics and Elections 

Fiscal Policy 

Rules 

  

 
  
   309 Senate Building, 404 South Monroe Street, Tallahassee, Florida 32399-1100  (850) 487-5039 
 
 
 
 

 Ben Albritton Jason Brodeur 
 President of the Senate President Pro Tempore 
 

October 15, 2025 

 

 

On Behalf of Senator Bryan Avila: 

 

 

The Honorable Ana Maria Rodriguez 

The Florida Senate 

3625 Knott Building 

404 S. Monroe Street 

Tallahassee, FL 32399 

 

REF: Absence Excuse Request  

 

 Honorable Chairman Rodriguez: 

 

Please excuse my absence from committee week two which is scheduled from Wednesday, 

October 15th, 2025.  I have been activated to serve in the Florida Army National Guard during that 

time.   

Please feel free to contact me with any questions.    

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Bryan Avila 

 

 

CC:      Ellen Rogers, Staff Director Committee on Environmental and Natural Resources 

            Kim Bonn, Committee Administrative Assistant 

              

  



CourtSmart Tag Report 
 
Room: SB 110 Case No.:  Type:  
Caption: Senate Environment and Natural Resources Committee Judge:  
 
Started: 10/15/2025 1:32:14 PM 
Ends: 10/15/2025 2:50:09 PM Length: 01:17:56 
 
1:32:16 PM Chair Rodriguez calls meeting to order 
1:32:19 PM Roll call 
1:32:30 PM Quorum present 
1:32:39 PM Senator Avila excused 
1:33:06 PM Pledge of Allegiance 
1:33:18 PM Chair Rodriguez opening remarks 
1:33:38 PM Tab 1  Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission presentation on the Lake 
Okeechobee Land Management Plan including exotic plant management 
1:33:54 PM Mr. George Warthen, FWC presents 
1:46:16 PM Chair Rodriguez 
1:46:22 PM Senator Smith 
1:47:06 PM George Warthen 
1:48:33 PM Senator Smith 
1:49:11 PM George Warthen 
1:49:57 PM Senator Harrell 
1:50:36 PM George Warthen 
1:51:21 PM Senator Harrell 
1:51:39 PM George Warthen 
1:52:23 PM Chair Rodriguez 
1:52:38 PM Tab 2 South Florida Water Management District presentation on lake ecology and 
nutrient pollution 
1:52:46 PM Mr. Drew Bartlet 
2:10:40 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:11:02 PM Senator Harrell 
2:12:03 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:12:43 PM Senator Harrell 
2:12:49 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:12:55 PM Senator Harrell 
2:13:05 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:13:18 PM Senator Harrell 
2:13:44 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:14:30 PM Senator Harrell 
2:15:00 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:16:14 PM Senator Harrell 
2:16:40 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:18:20 PM Senator Harrell 
2:18:33 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:18:57 PM Senator Smith 
2:19:26 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:19:59 PM Senator Smith 
2:20:25 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:21:51 PM Senator Smith 



2:22:04 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:22:57 PM Senator Smith 
2:23:25 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:23:34 PM Senator Smith 
2:23:58 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:24:35 PM Senator Smith 
2:24:48 PM Drew Bartlet 
2:25:24 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:25:41 PM Adam Basford, Associated Industries of Florida 
2:28:46 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:29:07 PM Tab 3 U.S Army Core of Engineers presentation on Lake Okeechobee operations 
2:29:17 PM Col. Brandon Bowman 
2:41:30 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:41:33 PM Senator Harrell 
2:42:03 PM Col. Brandon Bowman 
2:42:55 PM Senator Harrell 
2:43:21 PM Col. Brandon Bowman 
2:44:54 PM Senator Harrell 
2:45:04 PM Col. Brandon Bowman 
2:45:21 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:45:24 PM Senator Smith 
2:47:10 PM Senator Harrell 
2:48:43 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:49:41 PM Col. Brandon Bowman 
2:49:49 PM Chair Rodriguez 
2:49:58 PM Senator Smith moves to adjourn 
2:50:02 PM Meeting adjourned 
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