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Federal and State Leaders Come Together to Discuss the Effects of Water Flows on the Apalachicola Bay, the Gulf of Mexico and Local Communities

Crawfordville, Florida –  The Franklin County Courthouse was a buzz on Tuesday morning August 13th with federal and state legislative leaders, organizations and individuals supporting “Save our Bay” who were in Apalachicola for a press conference and the U.S. Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation field hearing on the Effects of Water Flows on Apalachicola Bay: Short and Long Term Perspectives.    The purpose of the hearing was to examine the impacts of decreased water flows on the Apalachicola Bay and area industries. It also addressed the effects that chronic drought and upstream water withdrawals have had on the Apalachicola Bay, the Gulf, local communities and the oyster industry, which has typically represented about 10 percent of the Nation’s supply and 90 percent of Florida’s supply.  

At the press conference Senator Bill Montford and Representative Halsey Beashers were joined by Representative Aaron Bean from Jacksonville to speak on the importance of the Apalachicola Bay, its uniqueness and the fact that it serves as a nursery to the many and varied fish species, oysters, shrimp, scallops, and other marine and plant life vital to the health of the Gulf of Mexico and the local economy.  

U.S. Senators Bill Nelson and Marco Rubio conducted the hearing, chaired by Senator Nelson.  A panel of distinguished individuals including Congressman Steve Southerland; Jon Steverson, Northwest Florida Water Management District; Dan Tonsmeire, Apalachicola RiverKeeper; Shannon Hartsfield, Franklin County Seafood Workers Association; and, Dr. Karl Havens, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences provided testimony on the importance of the Apalachicola Bay and the devastating impact of the ever increasing reduction of water flows for the Apalachicola River over the last two decades.  

The U.S. Army Corps was represented by Colonel Jon Chytka, who spoke to the Corps efforts and challenges to update the system-wide Master Water Control Manual developed in 1958, for the ACF (Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint Rivers) Water system. According to Colonel Chytaka’s testimony, the ACF draft Manual update now in progress will not be ready for release until two years from now.  

Governor Scott toured Apalachicola and in response to the need for action now, announced his intent to file suit against Georgia to stop their unchecked and growing consumption of water.     Governor Scott stated “Because Georgia has not negotiated in good faith to fairly share the waters that flow between our states that Florida will bring suit in the U.S. Supreme Court next month to stop Georgia’s unchecked consumption of water that threatens the existence of Apalachicola fisheries and the future economic development of the region.  The economic future of Apalachicola Bay and Northwest Florida is at stake.”  

On Monday, August 12, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced that the condition in the Apalachicola Bay had resulted in a fishery disaster for Florida’s oysterman, allowing them to obtain relief funds. Emily Menashes, National Marine Fisheries Service testified at the hearing as well and explained the extensive process that is used to determine such a disaster.  However, it will take Congress to approve funding for relief and it is not certain when or how much would be provided.  

Commissioner Howard Kessler attended this important, epic event and stated “We need the water flows to keep our wetlands healthy to provide nourishment so our seafood industry can be restored and our ecotourism can thrive”.  Additionally, Sheree Keeler, Wakulla County Governmental Affairs Director also attended and can be contacted at (850) 926-0919 ext. 705 for additional information, and has provided links to related information on the County’s website at:  http://www.mywakulla.com/departments/intergovernmental_affairs.php






