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Welcome to GEER 2015!

There are people in this room who have been trying to undo the damage of draining the Everglades for decades, to thread the needle of making Lake Okeechobee enrich both our natural resources and our agriculture.  If there’s one thing I’ve learned from our never-give-up persistence in the Everglades, it’s this: There’s only one thing more difficult to remove from water than phosphorus. And that’s politics.

I’m a man of science first, not politics, but you know as well as I how the two are sometimes inextricably linked.  This past Sunday I arrived home from spending a week in Cuba, my second trip to the island in the last 6 months, a place where politics has an even greater impact on science than it does in the Everglades

Now you don’t have to travel there to know that the embargo isn’t working, that it did not bring down the Castro government, but its pinch sure can be felt in academia. Two years ago one of our wildlife professors went to the island to study birds. He made painstaking preparations. He arranged an itinerary, got the proper approvals to travel, lined up a truck and made sure he had the right equipment.

But he had to return to Florida without ever entering the study site because he couldn’t put six gallons of diesel in his truck. His Cuban colleagues had to take turns plugging in their computers to avoid blowing a circuit in their office. So they sure didn’t have the money. And government regulations prohibited the UF wildlife professor from giving them the money or buying the fuel himself.  So, Trip over!


We could develop a fuller understanding of the Everglades if we were able to study the Zapata Swamp and collaborate more effectively with our Cuban colleagues. Parts of Zapata are more similar to the Everglades than anyplace else on earth, with the possible exception of the Yucatan peninsula. They have similar geology, hydrology and soil conditions. And Zapata is relatively pristine, so we can test things there like the effects of water flows in ways we can only hypothesize about in the Everglades.

Things are changing rapidly between Cuba and the U.S. and studies such as this may soon be a reality.  IFAS faculty have been cooperating with academics in Cuba for almost 20 years.  This fall we will be bringing Dr. Jorge Angulo, a marine ecologist with the University of Havana, to UF/IFAS as a visiting professor for 3 years while his wife does her doctoral research on manatees in our Dept. of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation.

I’m not an expert in U.S.-Cuba relations, and I’m not here to make any foreign policy recommendations. But I wanted to come here today so I could tell you in person how much I admire your ability to take the long view and how much I admire your courage.

Courage to keep trying. Courage for your focus on an ecosystem so unique that it leaves you open to criticism that your science may not be broadly applicable to other places. Courage in agencies like the water management district and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to be active partners in this research when your agencies are not, strictly speaking, research-oriented organizations.

Courage to use the words “climate change” and “sea-level rise” in Florida.

Courage to take the phosphorus – and the politics – out of the water.

My friends, science will absolve you and truth through science shall set you free.

It is encouraging that the President of the United States will be in the Everglades tomorrow to give a major address on climate change.  I listened to his speech on Saturday when he mentioned this trip and said that “he wanted to be able to look into the eyes of his children and grandchildren and tell them that he tried his best to do something about climate change.”

I can’t give you courage but I can offer encouragement. Last month our Water Institute authored a report to the Florida Senate that looked at the best options to move water from Lake Okeechobee to the Everglades that we hope will help point the way forward.

To summarize the report, it called for the following:
An additional 200,000 acre ft. of storage in the St. Lucie Estuary
An additional 400,000 acre ft. of storage in the Caloosahatchee Estuary
A combined 1,000,000 acre ft. of storage north and south of Lake Okeechobee.

The policy-makers have stated no more land will be purchased south of the Lake and let’s finish the projects on the east and west of the Lake.  

Let’s summarize those projects:
Currently a 40,000 acre ft. impoundment is being constructed east of the Lake where an additional 200,000 acre ft. are needed
Currently a 170,000 acre ft. impoundment is being constructed west of the Lake where an additional 400,000 acre ft. are needed
South of the Lake there are 4 FEBs proposed (FEB – Flow Equalization Basins).  Two now are being constructed, the third is proposed for 2016 and the fourth must be authorized by Congress.  Total storage if all 4 are completed will be 168,000 acre ft. where 1M acre ft. are required.

We have a long way to go in saving the Everglades.

Of course, the report has been politicized as favoring one group or another that see Everglades restoration as a game of competing interests.

But I have confidence you can see the science in it. And the hope.

Because more than any particular recommendations about how much water storage needs to be added or where that storage should be, if there’s one piece of the report I’d like you to remember it’s this, and I quote:

“….relief to the estuaries and the ability to move more water south of Lake Okeechobee can be accomplished using existing technology.”

That technology exists because of the work of people in this room. 

The UF/IFAS Everglades Research and Education Center in Belle Glade has long been a proud participant in that work. Our researchers and Extension agents have been instrumental in developing and disseminating agricultural practices that have helped reduce the phosphorus content of water spilling from the lake by more than half. That huge gain is testimony to the value of the partnership that UF/IFAS has with Everglades Agricultural Area growers and the South Florida Water Management District.

One of the authors of that Water Institute report is my colleague, Ramesh Reddy.  He was a logical contributor. He’s been at this for 30 years. And as you know, he’s a founder of this conference. So another reason I came in person instead of sending a message was to stand up here and say, “Thank you, Ramesh.”

And while I’m at it, thank you, Ronnie Best. You talk about courage to withstand criticism. After two decades at UF and USGS in south Florida, he still has the nerve to identify himself as part Dawg! You know, from that other land-grant university north of the state line.

Seriously, though, Ronnie, too, was a founder of the GEER conference, and this is the first one since his retirement. So he’s no longer the conference co-chair, but this conference is rightfully dedicated to him. Thank you, Ronnie.

And I’d like to thank the United States Geological Survey, GEER 2015’s  co-sponsor and vital UF/IFAS research partner in the Everglades. Thank you to acting USGS director Suzette Kimball for supporting this conference and continuing Everglades research. 

I sincerely appreciate and thank the leaders from the U.S. Department of the Interior who follow me this morning for being here today and for sharing the federal perspective on the Everglades.

Before we break apart into our camps that focus on the snail kite or mercury cycling or sea-level rise, I pledge to you that IFAS will continue its commitment to Everglades restoration.

The next time we meet, both Cuba and the United States may have new presidents. Ramesh could be in a rocking chair next to Ronnie. The Gators might have a football team worth bragging about. [PAUSE] And some of you will have new children or grandchildren who will help remind you why your work matters.

Let those new lives be a source of courage to keep up your important work in the face of adversity.

And let these next three days be a celebration of science overcoming obstacles to the continuing restoration of the Everglades.

Thank you.









