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ALTERNATIVES TO VERTICAL BULKHEADS 

Seawalls are a major part of Cape Coral's canal system. They serve the important purpose of 

stabilizing the shore, but there is a cost to the aquatic environment. The water's edge, once lined 

with plants, is transformed to a vertical wall. Structural variety (crooks, crannies, and differing 

depths) is gone. So is much of the wildlife. Environmental Resources Division studies have 

shown that areas with seawalls attract a fraction of the game fish and wading birds that "natural" 

areas do. An ordinance which allows alternatives to vertical bulkheads (seawalls) was passed in 

1990. This includes any freshwater canal or lake in Cape Coral. Property on saltwater canals and 

lakes do require a seawall. Seawall alternatives allow for a more natural edge. The vertical wall at 

the water is replaced by a gradual slope with or without a short retaining wall. 

Benefits of Seawall Alternatives 

• Waves. Waves and current forces are absorbed, not reflected, reducing wave energy and 

erosion at unprotected sites.  

• Wildlife. An ERD study found vegetated shorelines have 6 times as many wading birds 

and 3 times as many game fish as seawalled sites.  

• Water quality. Alternatives allow the littoral (shallow water) zone to grow desirable 

aquatic plants. These plants remove sediment, nutrients, and other toxins, keeping them 

out of the canals. Filtration of runoff cuts down on water quality degradation and can 

extend dredging intervals.  

• Expense. Alternatives typically cost less than seawalls.  

• Safety/convenience. Alternatives enable children and pets to crawl out of the water and 

onto land. Small boats and canoes can easily be launched down a shallow slope.  

• Aesthetics. Alternatives allow much more creativity in landscaping by providing a  

broader, more varied area to plant. A wider range of plants from those requiring dry  

soils to those needing very wet soils can be incorporated. The traditional grass slope  

is also possible. "Aquascaping" (planting in the shallow water) can be used along  

the shorelines. Carefully chosen aquatic plants will lessen turbidity, remove nutrients,  

and provide a colorful edge. These plants are a source of food and/or protection  

for invertebrates, fish, birds, butterflies and other wildlife.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lake Kennedy Pilot Project 

In 1993 a project to demonstrate seven types of seawall alternatives was completed at the East 

entrance to Lake Kennedy. These areas were created to allow property owners to see examples of 

shoreline stabilization which can replace concrete slabs. The alternatives include grass and/or 

rock slopes, with most having a short retaining wall.  

At the water line, various aquatic plants were installed to rebuild the littoral zone. Maintenance of 

the site includes regular mowing, occasional planting to replace missing/dead plants, and removal 

of grass from the aquatic plants by herbicide spraying. Much of the material for the project was 

donated, with signs recognizing the appropriate companies. Approximate cost estimates to the 

homeowner for each of these alternatives are available upon request from the contractors. 

For further information, call the Environmental Resources Division at (239) 574-0746.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Environmental Resources Division  

City of Cape Coral  

P.O. Box 150027  

Cape Coral, FL 33915 -0027  

 

 

 

 

 

 


