
AUTUMN OF 1958 IN THE CAPE 
... already large portions of the city were being built up 

City has time to correct problems 
caused by little awareness 

By BETTY PRICE 
News-Press Environment Writer 

When it comes to Cape Coral's 
environmental impact and the ef
fects the sprawling development 
has had on Southwest Florida's 
wetlands, the consensus among the 
ecologically informed is almost 
unaQimous: it's been bad. 

In the outer fringes of Cape 
Coral, where there are few homes 
and the cross-hatch of roads are 
seldom used, hundreds of acres of 
filled-in land lie barren with not a 
tree or shrub in sight. Visitors 
sometimes call the area a waste
land or a ghost town. 

But in the past few years, envi
ronmental awareness has increased 
among the land's owners and at
tempts are being made to rectify 
some of the mistakes made when 
li ttle thought was given to the eco
logical future of Cape Coral. 

According to a recent study done 
by a New York research group on 
developments around the nation, 
Cape Coral has the worst environ
mental record of any of the 19 de
velopmen·ts studied . 

Started at a time when wetlands 
were considered as useless land un
til changed by developers, the lack 
-0f any regulatory agencies that now 
exist to supervise developments 
gave Cape Coral's owners a free 
rein to convert the land to the form 
most fi nancially feasible. 

In Cape Coral's virgin state, al
most the entire holdings were wet
lands and provided recharge areas 
for the underground aquifers that 
supply much of South Florida with 
its water. 

To make the land developable, 
Cape Coral's owners began digging 
a huge network of canals, both to 
provide fill for the land to be devel
oped and to provide drainage for 
the swampy area. The sand and 
limestone excavated from the 
canals and used to elevate the land 
is almost completely infertile. 

"Chalk white in color and crum
bly in texture, it (the fill material) 
converts a wet and marshy area 

teeming with life into a sterile 
moonscape," the New York study 
said. 

As a result of the canal system's 
construction, a shallow freshwater 
aquifer was destroyed and wildlife 
and fish nurseries have disap
peared. An analysis by a state for
ester in 1972 showed that less than 
one percent of Cape Coral was cov
ered by foliage, according to the 
same study. 

Besides destroying fish and wild
life habitat, fill developments such 
as Cape Coral may be considered 
unsafe for human residences. Ac
cording to Dr. Neil Frank of the 
National Hurricane Center in Mi
mai Miami, filled-in land is partic
ularly vulnerable to hur.ricane de
struction and washout. Because of 
its location southwest on Florida's 
coast, the area is considered a 
prime target for a hurricane which 
may not come this year or the next, 
but is almost certainly inevitable in 
the future. 

In the early 1970s, however, the 
value of wetlands became a matter 
of concern and the swampy areas 
were recognized as a valuable re
source which should be protected 
and restored if possible. 

So in March of last year, GAC 
agreed to restrict further develop
ment of Cape Coral and give about 
10,000 acres of wetlands to the state 
for preservation purposes. 

Most of the land to be preserved 
lies on the western and northwest
ern edges of Cape Coral and a line 
marking development limits gener
ally wanders landward of any wet
lands. 

No development work will be al
lowed on the waterward side of the 
line, according to an agreement be
tween GAC and the state Depart
ment of Environmental Regulation 
(DER). Any work that had been 
done in the area was to be removed 
and restoration measures taken on 
the affected land. 

Other terms of the lengthy 
agreement concerned measures 
GAC must take to protect water 
quality in the area. A perimeter 

waterway was constructed land
ward of the development line to 
catch water discharge from Cape 
Coral, and back . to front sloping 
lots and drainage ditches also were 
ordered to retain polluted upland 
runoff. 

No · direct connection of Cape 
Coral canals to state waters will be 
allowed because of water quality 
problems and GAC was told to in
stall boat lifts in at least three 
points to provide access to open 
waters. 

GAC also was ordered to pay 
$200,000 per year for five years to 
DER's Pollution Recovery Fund 
That money will be used to work on 
the water problems in Cape Coral 
and GAC's Golden Gate Estates de
velopment in Collier County. 

The restoration areas were divid
ed into two sections, with one area 
lying north of Pine Island Road and 
the other being south of the road in 
Cape Coral's southwest section. 

·work on the northern side next 
to Matlacha Pass is essentially 
complete, Kevin Erwin of the DER 
said, as well as most of the perime
ter canal. 

A dike which had been built in 
the area to keep out the tidal flow 
was removed along with roads cut 
through the wetlands. Salty tidal' 
waters are now flowing back into 
the area and grasses and shrubs 
are beginning to grow back. By the 
end of this spring, Erwin . said, a 
good seedling mangrove cover 
should be established. 

"A lot of wading birds have 
come back to the area and I've even 
seen a colony of white pelicans out 
there now," he said. 

Work on the southern area -has 
just begun, and is expected to be 
complete by this summer. 

In addition to the restoration 
work, GAC officials are doing a hy
drologic on the canal system to find 
the best way to increase fresh-wa
ter retention and raise under
ground water levels, thereby help
ing to cut down on Cape Coral's 
saltwater intrusion problem. 
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HUGE CRANES WERE USED TO DREDGE CANALS IN CAPE 
... FIii was used to locre ase Cape's elevation. Photos from December 1113. 




