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This fact sheet is provided as a reference to encourage a greater understanding of the various issues related to managing water in south Florida.
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Federal Court to Assess Lake Okeechobee Back-Pumping


The S-2, S-3 and S-4 pump stations on the south shore of Lake Okeechobee help provide flood control to the region. While water usually flows south out of the lake, after excessive rainfall, water is sometimes moved northward into the lake (called back-pumping) via these three pump stations.


This month, the U.S. District Court in Miami is reviewing the permitting requirements for back-pumping at the S-2, -3 and -4 pumping stations. Specifically, the court is evaluating whether a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit is required.


Authorized by federal law in the Clean Water Act, NPDES permits are used to control water pollution by regulating discharge of pollutants into U.S. waters. 


A group of plaintiffs (xxx insert names xxx) has sued the South Florida Water Management District, suggesting that a NPDES permit is required for certain local water management activities. The group wants the court to require the District to obtain a NPDES permit in order to pump water across the levee into Lake Okeechobee, if the water being pumped contains more pollutants than the lake itself.


The pollutant in question is phosphorus, a nutrient found in fertilizers and runoff from urban areas. Phosphorus is already the focus of extensive cleanup efforts in Everglades restoration. To date, $XXX have been spent on treatment wetlands and other programs, removing more than xxxx tons of phosphorus from Everglades-bound waters.


The District believes the NPDES permitting process does not apply to the water management activities described here. Congress never intended NPDES permitting be used to deal with the simple movement of water within the states. Its focus is in controlling point-source pollution.


Concerns that back-pumping will impact the local water supply are unfounded. State permits and protections are already in place to ensure a safe water supply for communities in the region. In its water management activities, the District is in full compliance with the requirements of these state permits.


Introducing NPDES requirements to the occasional, flood-control need for back-pumping into Lake Okeechobee will significantly impair the progress now being made in Everglades restoration.


The $8 billion cost of the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP) would increase if movement of all surface waters was subjected to NPDES permitting.


The District’s accelerated CERP projects (Acceler8) and its Lake Okeechobee & Estuary Recovery plan (LOER), which are moving ahead at an impressive pace, would be brought to a virtual halt by the expense and time required for additional permitting.


With extensive water quality controls already in place—and the ambitious progress in phosphorus reduction already being achieved—the addition of NPDES permitting would only impair, not improve, ecosystem recovery in South Florida.
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