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What will become of the 'River of Grass'? FWC photo

Drilling firm challenging
permit denial for exploratory
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wells in Big Cypress Swamp
 
By Steve Newborn, Florida Public Media
and Tom Bayles, WGCU Environmental Reporter
 
Oil exploration firms are crossing paths trying to get permits to drill test wells in
the greater Florida Everglades watershed, despite accusations that one of the
firms, Burnett Oil Co., has left behind miles of scars in the environmentally
sensitive land during previous efforts.
 
Trend Exploration of North Fort Myers, another firm that wants to drill for oil in
Collier County, is challenging a November decision by the Florida Department
of Environmental Protection to deny it a permit the company sought to drill an
exploratory well to seek oil reserves.
 
Florida Division of Administrative Hearings Judge Francine Ffolkes is
scheduled to hear Trend Exploration’s appeal. 
 
DEP denied permit
The Florida DEP denied the permit on numerous grounds, including that the
proposed well would be in the environmentally sensitive Big Cypress
watershed and would be near areas of eastern Collier County that likely will be
developed. The DEP also had concerns that Trend failed to provide the
information needed to evaluate alternatives for the proposed projects,
measures for avoidance and minimization of impacts, and wildlife, water
quality, and wetland resource protections.
 
Several environmental groups praised the denial of the permit, especially now
when the Everglades is in the midst of a multi-decade, multi-billion-dollar effort
to undo previous attempts to manipulate the region for development and flood
control by cleaning the water and restoring its flow.
 
Jaclyn Lopez is with the Florida office of the Center for Biological Diversity,
a nonprofit conservation group focused on the protection of endangered
species and wild places.
 
“Drilling for oil in this wild and beautiful wilderness will always be a terrible idea
with unacceptable risks to endangered panthers and the greater Everglades,”
Lopez said in a written statement supporting a denial of drilling in the
watershed. “Big Cypress is vital to ensuring clean water in the Everglades. It
deserves perpetual preservation, not dangerous industrialization that will
further contribute to the climate emergency.”
 
Trend Exploration has an option
In its challenge, Trend Exploration said it has an option to lease 2,963 acres of
oil, gas and mineral rights from Collier Resources Co., which manages large
land holdings in Southwest Florida. The company pointed to other drilling that
has been approved in the region, including five wells in the watershed within a
two-mile radius of the proposed site.
 
It also disputed the state’s arguments about potential nearby development, as
it said Collier-related entities own much of the land in the area and “will
continue to determine the use of surface lands that is in their best interest

https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/


including use of the lands for oil, gas and mineral exploration and possibly
production purposes.”
 
Opposition to Trend Exploration’s plans has also come from people who say it
could contaminate the water supply in the area and trucks would disrupt one of
the prime habitats of the Florida panther. The Seminole Tribe has requested a
survey of the area for its cultural significance prior to any drilling.
 
Florida at one the 'greatest threats'
"If you consider that Florida is at one of the greatest threats of sea level rise
and climate change from intensifying storms," Tania Galloni, an attorney with
the Florida office of Earthjustice, said. “The idea that we would drill for oil at all
— and begin new drilling in the Everglades, one of the most ecologically
sensitive parts of the state and for the region — it really makes no sense at
all."
 
Burnett Oil Co. has at least temporarily withdrawn its newest applications for
permits that could have been a step toward drilling for oil and gas in Big
Cypress.
 
Alia Faraj-Johnson, a Burnett spokeswoman, said the company appreciates
the time and attention the Florida Department of Environmental Protection has
given to its applications and looks forward to resubmitting the applications
once the National Park Service is further along in its review of Burnett’s
proposed project in the Big Cypress National Preserve.
 
“Our permit applications have already gone through rigorous technical reviews
consistent with federal and state regulations, and we look forward to continuing
working with the NPS to ensure the least amount of impact on the Big Cypress
National Preserve,” Faraj-Johnson said. “As we have stated in our permit
applications, we remain committed to utilizing the least impactful methods for
extracting the private minerals underlying the preserve.”
 
Burnett did not address the accusations against it by environmental groups of
miles of damage left behind by its equipment during previous test well efforts.
 
"If you consider that Florida is at one of the greatest threats of sea level rise
and climate change from intensifying storms," Tania Galloni, an attorney with
the Florida office of Earthjustice, said. “The idea that we would drill for oil at all
— and begin new drilling in the Everglades, one of the most ecologically
sensitive parts of the state and for the region — it really makes no sense at
all."

A letter from Peninsula Engineering said recent decisions by the park service
would lead to a longer review period and potential design changes.
 
It said Burnett “requests that its applications previously submitted to the
Department (of Environmental Protection) be withdrawn until the project is
further along in the design process to adequately assess the department’s
permitting criteria.”
 
Applications not for drilling
The DEP said in a news release that the permit applications involved well pads
for the project, not for actual drilling. It also said it recommended in December



that the permit application be withdrawn until the project’s design was further
along.
 
It said in a statement that “the applicant failed to provide the information
needed to evaluate alternatives for the proposed projects, measures for
avoidance and minimization of impacts, and wildlife, water quality and wetland
resource protections.”
 
Burnett’s previous drilling efforts are the focus of several environmental
groups’ ire.
 
Lopez, from the Center for Biological Diversity, said in a letter that Burnett’s
previous “seismic testing operations in 2017 and 2018 severely damaged
wetlands and cypress trees in the delicate ecosystem, a crucial habitat for the
endangered Florida panther, Florida bonneted bat and other imperiled species.
 
“We refuse to watch this dying industry trash one of Florida’s most important
havens for endangered wildlife,” Lopez wrote when opposing Burnett’s permits
last year. “This selfish, shortsighted request to ignore the harm in order to
squeeze a few more drops of oil out of a national preserve must be denied.”
 
Big Cypress National Preserve is critical to sending fresh water south to
Everglades National Park and surrounding communities and contains many
vulnerable and endangered flora and fauna, Lopez said.
 
“Taxpayers in Florida and around the country have pumped billions of dollars
toward restoring the Everglades ecosystem, of which the wetlands of Big
Cypress National Preserve are a vital part,” said Melissa Abdo, Sun Coast
regional director for the National Parks Conservation Association. “The
preserve has not even begun to heal from the severe impacts of Burnett’s last
hunt for oil.”
 

The Climate Prediction Center forecasts temperatures over the next month or so will



trend above average, and precipitation will likely trend below normal. 

Southwest Florida continues to
be among driest areas in state

 
By Tom Bayles
WGCU Environmental Reporter
 
A drought is developing across Southwest Florida and little relief is expected
over the next few weeks. Early this month the Drought Monitor, released
weekly by the National Ocean and Atmospheric Administration and the
Department of Agriculture, showed nearly half of Florida’s landmass under a
drought. This statistic has jumped about 10 percent since February. The driest
areas — those under a moderate drought — include a broad swath of
Southwest Florida and North Florida along the Interstate 10 corridor from
Jacksonville to Pensacola. Climate signals suggest that the drought will likely
only expand in the coming weeks. As a result, the U.S. Seasonal Drought
Outlook predicts that over the entire state, drought will either develop or
intensify through May.

Florida scrub-jays Audubon Florida photo

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/CurrentMap/StateDroughtMonitor.aspx?FL
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/expert_assessment/sdo_summary.php


Florida scrub-jay conservation
group in 20th year of watch

 
The Florida scrub-jay is the Sunshine State’s only bird species that is found
nowhere else in the world, and Florida Audubon’s Jay Watch program is in its
20th year of collecting critical information on the creature that has helped slow
or stop its population decline.
 
The scrub-jay was put on the threatened-species list by the Fish and Wildlife
Service due to loss of its native scrub habitat and decades of fire suppression
that allowed the scrub to become overgrown and unsuitable for scrub-jays.
Wildfire is needed to remove debris left on the ground; moreover, many plants
native to scrub-jays require fire to form seeds.
 
Florida’s scrub-jay population is estimated to have declined by 90 percent
since the early 1800s. While jay numbers have continued to decline state-wide,
their numbers have stabilized or increased at well-managed conservation
lands such as the Marjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida Greenways “Triangle” and
Jonathan Dickinson State Park. The Jay Watch program directly influences
population numbers at the local scale by partnering with land managers to
showcase where habitat restoration activities would be beneficial to the jays.
 
Audubon Florida coordinates the Jay Watch community science program
across the state, where volunteers are trained to conduct scientific surveys that
measure annual nesting success and count the total number of Florida scrub-
jays at more than 46 sites in 19 counties each summer.
 
One of those sites, the FWC-managed Moody Branch Mitigation Area in
Manatee County, began using prescribed burns to open up habitat to benefit
the Florida scrub-jay populations. Because of their efforts, the Jay Watch
volunteers recorded 21 jays on the property in 2021 – more than double the
numbers this area sustained just five years ago.
 
"Volunteers with Audubon's Jay Watch program collect important information
that helps land managers understand how to manage public land in which the
Florida scrub-jay lives,” said Jacqui Sulek, Chapters Conservation Manager of
Audubon Florida. “Having lost close to 90 percent of these jays in the last 50
years, these efforts play a critical role in the long-term survival of the species."

More local environmental news

https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/florida-scrub-jay
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Nursery for native
coastal plants planned
by SCCF

The Sanibel-Captiva
Conservation Foundation is
preparing to build a nursery for
native coastal plants that are not
commercially grown, are rare, or
at risk of extinction. Plans for the
Ruth Brooks Propagation Facility
at the Bailey Homestead
Preserve are currently under
permit review. “It will allow our
native landscapes and garden
center staff to grow and care for
more native plants, be more
efficient in our operations, and
help to get more native plants
out into the landscape,” said
Jenny Evans, SCCF’s adult
education director. Of the 3,300
plant species native to Florida,
only about 600 are currently in
cultivation and available for
habitat restoration and home
landscapes. The new facility will
help to improve that ratio.
LEARN MORE

Florida naturalist talks
manatees and dolphins
at Koreshan State Park

An Advanced Florida Master
Naturalist will be in the park
March 15 from 10 to 11:30 am to
share information on manatees
and dolphins. Discussion will
touch on behaviors, anatomy
and fun facts, as well as
differences between the two
species. Bones of these species
will be held and viewed so that
participants can experience and
understand more deeply the
wonders of these marine
mammals. The session is
informal and attendees may
come and go to suit their
schedules. Talk is free with park
entry fee: $5 per vehicle with 2-8
occupants, $4 per single-
occupant vehicle, and $2 for
pedestrians and bicyclists. 

 
LEARN MORE.

https://www.sccf.org/our-work/native-landscapes-and-garden-center
https://friendsofkoreshan.org/page-7741


Facing Pair of Burrowing Owls Photo by Cherie Pittillo

All about the owls:
Cape holds annual festival

 
On Saturday, February 26, Cape Coral presented its annual Burrowing Owl
Festival. One of the offerings was a bus tour of Cape Coral for serious birding
photographers led by Dave McQuade and Eary Warren. The first photo stop
was a strip of land next to a baseball field where several burrowing owls were
enjoying the early morning sun. Monk parakeets, pine warblers and nesting
ospreys flitted and squawked around the bank of field lights nearby. Cherie
Pittillo shared this photo with WGCU.

Pam and Tom James of WGCU and Pelican Media were on hand for a video
report. WATCH VIDEO

Beach
updates

WGCU News provides the following:
Weekly red tide UPDATES 
Blue-green algae BULLETINS

And from Mote Marine:
Current local beach CONDITIONS

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FKx_ebjNSNBQ&data=04%7C01%7Cdharpster%40wgcu.org%7C3a09c0d0ca6f4a121f0b08da0380222a%7Cf7a5a4ef4ffa4c80bfb3c12e28872099%7C0%7C0%7C637826146131201251%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=iTvDPctp8dF%2BMbjLEo9S414NBR3VH%2Fhjod%2BkjPhB14c%3D&reserved=0
https://news.wgcu.org/2021-02-11/red-tide-report
https://news.wgcu.org/news/2021-05-21/blue-green-algae-report
https://visitbeaches.org/
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