
 

 

January 28, 2022 

Drew Bartlett 
Executive Director 
South Florida Water Management District 
3301 Gun Club Road 
West Palm Beach, FL 33406 
 
 
Subject: Sea Level Rise and Flood Resiliency Plan comments 
 
Dear Mr. Bartlett, 
 
Miami Waterkeeper is pleased to present its comments to the South Florida Water Management 
District regarding its Sea Level Rise and Flood Resiliency Plan (Plan) dated September 2021. We 
understand that the goal of the Plan, developed pursuant to Senate Bill 1954/2021, is to increase 
community resiliency to flooding and sea level rise impacts throughout South Florida. The District 
indicates that this goal is to be achieved by updating and hardening water management 
infrastructure and implementing effective, resilient basin-wide solutions. Our comments are as 
follows:  
  
Priority ranking: Due to the County’s dense population that also encompasses socially vulnerable 
communities, we are pleased to see that priority ranking has been given to resiliency projects in 
urbanized Miami-Dade County. 
 
Sustainable and clean energy: We appreciate that the District has acknowledged the need to 
incorporate sustainable and clean energy into projects, utilizing the most efficient designs 
available. Miami Waterkeeper suggests that running infrastructure on clean energy should be an 
imperative. It makes no sense to combat sea level rise while contributing to the problem.    
 
Nature-Based Solutions: The District is a key stakeholder in the resilience strategy of the entire 
region. Miami Waterkeeper appreciates that the District has signaled it will incorporate nature-
based solutions. We look forward to seeing successful outcomes associated with the Green 
Infrastructure Flood Mitigation Strategies project in the Little River Watershed planning project, 
as a start. We note that the majority of the Plan features hardening existing grey infrastructure.   
 
Nature and Nature-based Features (NNBFs) provide additional benefits such as sequestering 
carbon, fostering biodiversity, encouraging recreation, reducing heat, reducing wave energy, 
providing habitat, and removing the excess nutrients that cause ecological crises in our estuaries.   
Therefore, green infrastructure may be more effective, provide additional benefits, and cost less 
over the life of a project. NNBFs may require less maintenance costs and actually increase in value 
over time, rather than decrease.   Because of the multiple benefits from nature-based features, we 
strongly encourage the District to integrate nature-based resilience projects wherever possible for 



long-term sea-level rise and climate change adaptation strategies into its portfolio of resiliency 
projects.  
 
Miami Waterkeeper would like to see the following addressed in SFWMD’s Plan and future 
updates to the Plan: 

● Managing flood control structures to more closely mimic the natural seep of water instead 
of pulsed discharges 

● Improving water quality in canals 
● Protecting wildlife in canals, as this is also part of the mandate for canal management   
● Adding more natural habitat features to canals where feasible, such as addressing canal 

slopes 
● Purchasing and preserving open spaces -- including  in urban areas 

 
We suggest the enhancement of canal edges with features that could provide habitat,  
water storage, and water quality improvements, such as terracing, wetlands, mangrove forests.  
We  envision a paradigm shift in the way that the District considers “flood control” -- changing, 
from moving the water to the estuaries as quickly as possible to slowing the water down through 
natural green spaces.  
 
We strongly encourage SFWMD to make the purchase and preservation of  open lands for water 
storage a central feature of this plan. Preserving open areas will additionally help to manage 
saltwater intrusion via increased aquifer recharge while also cleaning waterways and increasing 
flood resilience. We know that strategically protecting open areas for water management is 
already a part of the District’s strategy, but we suggest that this could also be considered in the 
more urbanized areas and even in smaller spaces downstream -- and specifically be used for 
resiliency purposes. This simple strategy would provide flood control, aquifer recharge, water 
quality improvement, and habitat enhancement by creating mitigation wetlands and riparian zones. 
If done in conjunction with the local municipalities, these areas could also have recreation features, 
such as boardwalks or parks. We recognize that this is a departure for the District, but this is a 
realistic strategy that would increase resiliency in a multiple of ways, and we urge the District to 
consider increasing urban land purchase wherever possible. 
 
Miami Waterkeeper would be pleased to work with the District on nature-based resiliency projects 
in Miami-Dade and Broward counties. 
 
Canal Maintenance Strategy: Miami Waterkeeper understands that it has been the practice of the 
District to control algae growth with chemical spraying of herbicides, including those that may 
contain glyphosate. These chemicals are toxic to wildlife and humans and contribute to poor water 
quality conditions in our estuaries. Nutrient runoff from the land fuels algae growth in the canals. 
This algae, in effect, acts like a sponge to soak up nutrient pollution and collects it in its biomass. 
If the algae are then mechanically removed (instead of dissolved with herbicide and allowed to 
remain in the canal), those absorbed nutrients will also be removed. Water quality conditions will 
improve; this can also alleviate water quality impairments, such as for dissolved oxygen, nutrients, 
and others. We therefore urge a paradigm shift in the District’s approach in order to take the 
opportunity to change methods for canal maintenance to improve water quality and our resilience.  
 
Proposed South Miami Dade Curtain Wall: The lands south of Everglades National Park and within 
Florida Bay critically need freshwater for ecosystem restoration.  However, Biscayne Bay is also in 
need of additional freshwater to meet its salinity targets, including in Biscayne National Park. We 



are concerned that the proposed curtain wall would limit groundwater from entering Biscayne 
Bay. In addition to helping to restore salinity levels in Biscayne Bay,  groundwater pressure will 
also protect our drinking water supply by preventing saltwater intrusion. Additionally, this area is 
threatened by the saltwater plume from FPL’s Turkey Point plant and is an extensively freshwater-
starved region.  While a small wall further north may help to meet targets, stakeholders would 
need assurances that this much longer wall would not exacerbate the limited groundwater flow to 
Biscayne Bay–particularly in the southern region -- or be contrary to the Bay’s restoration goals. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Plan. The District is one of the most important 
stakeholders in the effort to keep sea-level rise and increased flooding in abeyance. We look 
forward to continuing this important conversation and to many more nature-based resilience 
projects beyond traditional grey infrastructure that will improve the environment while keeping 
our community safe. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 
 

Dr. Rachel Silverstein 
Executive Director and Waterkeeper 
Miami Waterkeeper 
PO Box 141596 
Coral Gables, FL 33114-1596 
 
 
 
 

 


