
"Where once there was an occasional stream, there are already miles 
of deep, wide, navigable canals ... and surprisingly, all this was accomplished 

without sacrificing any of the native charm, the virgin beauty 
of the magnificent tropical setting." 

- 1959 advertisement for Cape Coral 
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CARVING A NEW 
CITY: The city of 

Cape Coral began 
in what is now 

the extr~me 
southeast comer, 

right. In 1958, 
when the Rosens 
arrived, the area 
was scrub trees, 

wetlands and 
creeks. Two 

years later, far 
. righ~ canals had 

been dug, wet
lands filled in, 

roads scratched 
out and some 
houses began 

popping up. 

Cap:e development affects 
environmental attitudes 
Measures bring 
grea,ter protection 
to sensitive areas 

BYKEVINLOUAR 
The News-Press 

Before 1957, Cape Coral 
was just not a good place for 
humans. 

It could have been part of 
the old saying: If you believe 
that, I have some prime 
Florida swampland to sell 
YO\L• · 

The place was wild, wet 
and crawling. 

''No doubt it had a signifi
cant mangrove forest sys
tem," said Rich Joyce, deputy 
director of the Lee County 
Division of Planning. "North 

· of the Gator Slough Canal, 
you would have had a matrix 
of pine flatwoods intermixed 
witli wet prairies and dotted 
with small forested wetland 
systems like cypress domes 

. and freshwater marshes. 
There were a lot of broad. 
VP.11Pt~t..i flow wavs from 

north to south and from 
north to west There has been 
a big to-<io about the loss of 
tree canopy in Cape Coral. 
No doubt there were a lot of 
pine flatwoods taken out by 
construction, but there was a 
lot of non-forested land, a lot 
of big, broad wet prairies." 

According to Eileen 
Bernard's "Lies 1bat Came 
True: Tall tales and hard 
sales in Cape Coral, Fla.": 
"Wildlife was everywhere -
bobcats, otter, Florida fox, 
flying squirrels, sometimes a 
panther with young. In the 
morning, the sky would tum 
pink with flocks of spoon
bills." 

Of course, the Cape also 
had its 12-foot alligators, rat
tlesnakes, and roaring clouds 
of mosquitoes. 

No wonder the Rosen 
brothers saw nothing wrong 
with drainin&and completely 
reworking the Cape's land
scape with 400 miles of 
canals. 

Wetlands? What good are 
they? Water quality? What's 
that? 

And with no environmen
tal regulations to stop· them, 
they were able to build their 
Waterfront Wonderland 

Led to new laws 
Unrestrained develop-

ments like Cape Coral were 
instrumental in the creation 
of environmental laws that 
would make Cape Coral an 
impossibility today, said 
Lucy Blair, a state environ
mental administrator. 

"Back when Cape· Coral 
was being developed, no per
mits were required, and the 
state was experiencing 
similar developments along 
the coastline, and the state 
government realized there 
was a great potential for envi
ronmental concerns. Those 
developments really raised 
the awareness of the popula
tion of the state and the gov
ernrn,ent to do something." 

T he Rosens' attitude 
toward Cape Coral was pret
ty typical of how people 
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viewed wetlands in the 
1950s: Water OD the land siin
ply meant the land couldn't 
l,e built, live<;!, planted or 
grazed on . . · 

Few peop/e realized _that 
wetlands were a source of 
water and helped clean the 
water flowing into estuaries. 

Or that mangroves stab.i
lize the shoreline; clean the 
water, provide habitat for 
shellfish and invertebrates, 
and are an ilnportant nursery 
for finfish. 

Although it seemed like a 
good idea at the tiine, replac
ing wetlands with canals was 
an environmental disaster. 

''The basic thing is water 
quality," state environmental: · 
administrator . Gordon 
Romeis said. "Canals don't 
flush. They just sit there. And 
heaven help you if you have · 
a big storm and, boom, . .i big 
slug of water blows through 
thein. · ·· · . 

"You have all these atten· 
dant problems with· caii(l).s, 
algae bloo~.- seawall · col- . , 
laps.es. There"s no place· for • 
habitat for little .critters t'o, 
attract a fish population A 
fish might go up a canal 
· thinking it's a creek, then find 
out there's nothing to eat and 
-say, 'OK tiine to_ leave.' " _, 
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THE BIG DIG: One of the first tasks that faced the Rosen brothers when they began developing the Cape was to dig canals. This 
· served two purposes -:- dict was needed to fill in wetlands so building could take place and the canals would be an important part 
of the "Waterfront Woliderlarid" marketing campaign.. · Awareness increases 

By the late .1960s, people· 
started becoming 
mo r.e environmentally 
aware, and Florida's Air and 
Watef Pollution Control 
Department was formed. 
That department became the 
Department of 
Environmental Regulation in 
1971. 

The DER, which later 
merged with the 
Department of 
Environmental Protection, 
set the state's first water 

quality standards. - 1972 · Environment\tlly . sive Planning artd Land 
. Since the early 197,.0s,_, a Endangered Land (EEL) Development Regulation 
number of environmental · l'I;pgrarn to .include resource Act (1985), which required 

. laws have been passed, conservation measures for the development and coordi-• 
including: _other types of lands. nation oflocal land use plans. 
■ The Florida Land ■ 1984 Florida Warren With these and other laws 

Conservation Act (1972), Henderson Act (1984), in place, the Rosen brothers 
which authorized . · the whi"h gaye authority to the .. could not create a 
issuance of bonds to pur- • -Department of Waterfront Wonderland in 
chase environmentally Environmental Regulation to· Florida today. 
endangered and :recreation protect wetlands and surface But their environmental 
lands. waters of the state for public legacy lives on in Cape Coral 
■- Conservation · and interest. · · for regulators. 

Recreation Lands Program ■ · Florida Local "History is not as much a 
(1979), w])ich ·expanded the .' · ~overnment . Comprche'n- concern to me as what's hap-

pening now," Blair .said. 
"When Cape Coral was first 
dredged, there were a lot of 
impacts, but now we're see
ing the long-term results. As 
the area is becoming more 
built up, stormwater dis
charges . are . increasing. 
There's more impervious 
surface - paved driveways 
and rooftops -:- so water is 
diverted from its natural per·. 
colation and shunted into 
roadways, picked up in 
pools, and it finds its way to · 

"If, by raping the land, 
they.mean taking land 

that was absolutely 
useless and raising it 
above sea level, then 
that's what we did." 

-Cape_·C9ral 
developer 

Leonard Rosen, 
quoted in"LiesThat Came True.;' 

!Jy Eileen Bernard · 

canals,.and into the es(\1ary. 
"As development contin

ues, we must follow the for
mat that the original dredg
ing and filling created. We 
must work with that design 
and try to improve on it, to 
accoinmodate new develop
ment and population growth 
without degradation of 
water quality." · 

- Contact Kevin Lollar ~t 
klollar@news;press.com or 
335-0389. 


	Cape Development Affects Environmental Attitudesp1
	Cape Development Affects Environmental Attitudes



