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The Everglades region is a subtropical wetland, the only one of its kind in the U.S. Historically, it covered much of South Florida, comprising over 4,000 square miles stretching from Lake Okeechobee in the north to the Florida Bay at the southern end of the peninsula. It is part of the Kissimmee - Lake Okeechobee - Everglades watershed, a huge drainage basin extending over an area of approximately 11,000 square miles. “Lake Okeechobee itself is unique in its large surface area, close to 730 square miles, and relatively shallow depth, an average of only around 12 feet”. (Florida Everglades). The natural land characteristics of this area are highly variable, as it is a variety of landscapes, including freshwater marshes, wetland tree islands, pinelands, mangrove swamps, and coastal marine waters.


Because of the unique land and water characteristics of the Everglades, the plant and animal life is also extremely specialized to the region. There is a tremendous amount of biodiversity among the species. Traditionally, the ecosystem was overwhelmed with low nutrient levels in the water and soil and variable water patterns, obtaining most of its riches from variable rainfall. The ecosystem, however, adapted to these characteristics with species that flourish on little nutrients and only seasonal water supplies. Many plants and animals are indigenous only to the Everglades wetland region, so any changes in the ecosystem threaten the survival of the entire species.


However, the major problem of the Everglades is connected to the changes of water flow, the quantity and the quality of water. Water is life for the human and natural systems in south Florida. Clean, abundant water was a fundamental characteristic of the original south Florida system. Increased human population and activity in south Florida have brought, not only an increased need for water, but also a decrease in water supply and deterioration in water quality. Changes in the hydrologic system are thought by many to be the main cause of the declines in fish and wildlife populations and habitat across the south Florida ecosystem. The author says that: “Wetlands that recharged aquifers and served as kitchens and nurseries for wildlife have been drained and paved”. (Grunwald, Michael).


Today in south Florida, competition for water is intense and divided between a large, rapidly growing population along the coast and agriculture north and south of Lake Okeechobee, on the one hand, and the remaining natural ecosystem mostly within State and Federal parks, reserves and preserves, on the other. Satisfying the water-resource demands of these competing interests is a complicated and difficult task. The quantity of water required for urban and agricultural uses may, at times, exceed supply. The author confirms that it’s getting more and more difficult “to supply enough subsidized water for the region's population, already growing faster than Bangladesh's or Mexico's, and can also double again before 2050”.( Grunwald, Michael). Plants and animals also have critical requirements with respect to the quantity of water, because they are dependent on the timing and duration of wet and dry periods. Water-quality requirements also vary markedly. The Everglades natural ecosystem requires water that is extremely low in phosphorus concentration, but agricultural activities produce waters that contain high levels of phosphorus. Such conditions result in direct competition between ecosystem and agricultural areas. 


Spreading of nonnative animal and plants is also an example of great concern of the scientists. Native trees, such as mangroves and cypress, are being replaced by introduced species from other countries. Melaleuca, Australian pine, and Brazilian pepper are all serious problems in Everglades National Park. Florida largemouth bass share their nesting beds with tilapia, fish imported from Africa and South America. The introduction of nonnative animals and plants into south Florida began in the late 1800s and has extended ever since. “These newcomers were originally introduced as pets, food sources, or as biological controls. Because these species have few limiting factors here in their new home, their numbers often become unmanageable”.   ( Florida Everglades). Nonnative species displace native plants and animals by competing with them for space and food. In addition to that, they are extremely difficult to eradicate.

Among urgent problems to be solved is also a species decline. Drainage of wetlands, alteration of overland water flow and hunting have all contributed to this process. “The Everglades, once known for its abundant bird life, has seen its wading bird population decline drastically since the turn of the century”.( Bancroft, Thomas). Within the Everglades National Park there are 16 endangered and 6 threatened wildlife species. The mere physical boundaries of a Park do not guarantee a species survival. The wood stork, “that carries a role of indicator species, because its rather specific habitat requirements are so closely associated with one particular environment” (The Wood Stork: An Indicator of an Endangered Everglades), is now endangered. The fact is that they suffer from decreasing their hunting territories. “It locates food with its bill by groping for small fresh-water fish in shallow water”.( The Wood Stork: An Indicator of an Endangered Everglades).  This method of feeding is considered to be the best during low water periods when the fish concentration increases. According to the article: "Adult wood storks are supposed to feed their young about four times a day; they need to gather about 440 pounds of fish to raise two chicks". ( Grunwald, Michael). But it’s getting more and more difficult for the wood storks to collect fish, because the shallow wetlands where they grab lots of it is getting drained for more subdivisions. 

Similar changes have affected life of The Florida Panther, which was once common throughout the state, and today is on the verge of extinction. This animal that has embodied power and strength for centuries is now in danger of becoming extinct. Although the Florida Panther is a beloved official state animal, “with its own license plate, postage stamp and hockey team” (Grunwald, Michael), there are only 80 of them left on Earth. Their main problem is a habitat loss. Every year thousands of acres are taken and drained by the developers, where they built new houses and villas for growing population. The author says: " All this explosive growth is forcing them too close together". (Grunwald, Michael). The result is a territorial rivalry, when panthers beat each other to death in order to save their territory. “Ideal panther habitat: plenty of deer for eating and patches of trees for hiding”. (Grunwald, Michael). Unfortunately, it has been degraded by invasion of nonnative plants, fire suppression, and hydrologic modifications. Nonnative plants such as melaleuca and Brazilian pepper pose a threat to panthers by reducing the amount of food available to deer, a major prey of the panther. Fire suppression also poses a threat to panthers by decreasing new plant growth preferred by deer. In addition to that, the panther habitat is also a home for such rare species as wild orchid, black bear, bald eagle and many reptiles. But their native territories are decreased from year to year because they are eliminated “for orange groves and rock mines and master-planned communities with names like Wildcat Run and The Habitat”. (Grunwald, Michael).  Ideally, panthers should be able to travel between areas without crossing major highways where vehicles have taken many of their lives. The author notes mournfully that “car accidents are the leading cause of panther deaths”. (Grunwald, Michael).  And it may only be reduced by lowering speed limits and by building underpasses. 

Mercury in the south Florida ecosystem has also become a concern for panther management. Its contamination first showed up in Everglades fish, and has since been found in raccoons, alligators, and panthers. “Mercury is believed to have caused the death of at least one panther and has been found in high concentrations in the bodies of others. It appears to be accumulating in the aquatic segments of the food chain”. (Bancroft, Thomas). Although panthers eat mainly deer and feral hogs, they are at greater risk of mercury contamination when they hunt on raccoons and alligators, which eat fish.  The source of the mercury has not been conclusively determined, but since usual man-made sources, such as pulp and paper plants, do not exist in south Florida, some scientists believe the source may be the ecosystem itself. 

Hopefully, there are some restoration plans created in order to preserve panther habitat. But it’s getting more and more difficult for scientists from the Fish and Wildlife Service to embody these plans. "The bigger the project, the bigger the politics," (Grunwald, Michael) says the author. That means that the scientists practically cannot compete with the major developers who get the permits for thousands of acres for building purposes from state government every year. The author emphasizes that: “The market is so hot that some builders start moving dirt without permits because fines cost less than brief delays”. (Grunwald, Michael).

The root of all evil is the people themselves, who live in Florida. According to the author: "Florida leads the nation in housing starts, attracting more than 900 new residents every day". (Grunwald, Michael). This all started in the late1800s, when the state adopted policies to attract farmers and developers to Florida. It included building canals, levees, locks and dams to drain what was at the time considered a useless swamp. The government encouraged development by offering cheap land to people who could drain it themselves. Gradually, much of the Everglades transformed from a slowly flowing, nine million acre "river of grass" to a strict system of reservoirs and levees controlled by pumps and canals. Surely, this area should and will develop, but considering ecology when designing its projects. And according to article  "Growth in southwest Florida is out of control”. (Grunwald, Michael).

Golf course communities are just another way of strip-mining the landscape. Studies show that «house buyers along those golf courses usually are seeking the open, green space adjacent to their homes, not the sport”. (Bancroft, Thomas). When developers leave the golf course behind, the money follows, while the landscape remains destroyed. The result is that: “Now The Everglades has got the highest concentration of golf holes per capita on earth”. (Grunwald, Michael).

The most controversial thing in the area is that most people still visit Florida to enjoy its remarkable natural beauty, to fish and hunt, to watch wildlife, to swim, boat, take scenic tours, see tropical forests, paint, photograph and just relax. They seek Florida as a retreat and an adventure. But according to the article: "Southwest Florida's problem is not that nobody can stop new highways, driveways and fairways from chewing up 1,000 acres of wetlands every year, but that nobody will." (Grunwald, Michael). Although developers realize that “their success depends on keeping southwest Florida nice” (Grunwald, Michael), they do not undertake almost any measures to preserve nature.

Despite this dramatic picture of pollution, water and habitat loss, there have been signs of change. Recently, a consensus has begun to emerge among Federal and State agencies and environmental groups that south Florida and the Everglades should be restored. Together they have developed far-sighted proposals to restore the Everglades to the extent possible, to patterns similar to those of the original system. “Thus it is important that all actions be carefully thought out and tested before being implemented. Only with such care and effort can will this restoration project be a success and allow the Everglades to stabilize and return to the state it was in the pre-drainage days”. (Santos, Kyle).  Fortunately, this project is thought to please both sides. “Planners say the trick will be to steer growth toward already degraded urban areas west of I-75, and away from the ephemeral wetlands where wading birds forage and the marshy forests where panthers and woodpeckers and orchids live”. (Grunwald, Michael). However, this is a very slow process, because complications caused by economic and political influences are a great obstacle that stops the movement of restoration programs.  It is essential that Priority should be given to protecting Florida’s remaining natural areas and recovering those that have important wildlife or collections of plants and animals. But it often happens that thousands of acres preserved for panther or wood stork habitat appears to be given for development. 

But it is also important that people who live in this area should understand that draining the Everglades for human occupation couldn’t continue in such size and that these areas should have a reservation of water that would prevent loss of existing water point and support recovery of lost sources. People themselves should work collectively to balance recovery of natural areas with south Florida's many other needs. By doing so, they will be able to achieve the common goal of improvement of natural ecosystems in south Florida. 
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