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BY ELLIOT WELD

Free Press Staff

FLORIDA KEYS — Despite 

strong population growth 

in Monroe County over the 

last decade, according to the 

2020 census, the redistrict-

ing process currently being 

undertaken in the Florida 

Legislature is unlikely to 

move the boundary of the 

Florida Keys’ representa-

tion much in Tallahassee or 

Washington, D.C.

Proposed maps for both 

congressional districts and 

state House and Senate 

districts have only a slight 

difference in area. In all 

three, the Keys are lumped 

into a district containing 

a portion of South Dade 

and the Everglades. As one 

redistricting expert pointed 

out, a comparable amount 

of growth in surrounding 

districts would negate the 

need to move the district 

boundary.

“It is possible if the 

change in the population is 

relatively consistent across 

districts that the districts 

would not need to change 

much, if at all,” said Dr. 

Michael McDonald, a polit-

ical science professor at the 

University of Florida who 

studies redistricting. “Here 

in Gainesville, it is possible 

to redistrict the city com-

mission districts with only 

a slight change between the 

two districts.”

As another scholar points 

out, the Keys population, 

although it did grow, is still 

far too small to have much of 

an impact on redistricting. 

Monroe County’s popula-

tion grew to 82,874, up from 

about 73,000 in 2010. But 

Florida now has a popula-

tion of 21 million, and with 

28 congressional districts, 

that means the ideal amount 

of people for each district is 

about 750,000. That growth 

of 10,000 people in the Keys, 

while it may feel signifi cant 

in the island chain, is barely 

a drop in the bucket to the 

rest of the state.

BY THERESA JAVA

Free Press Staff

SOUTH FLORIDA — Out 

of more than 240,000 model 

runs of discharging water 

from Lake Okeechobee, 

the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers chose “Model 

260467” as the framework on 

which the Lake Okeechobee 

System Operating Manual, 

the playbook that will guide 

water releases for the next 

decade, will be based.

While not every stake-

holder is happy, conserva-

tionists applaud LOSOM as 

an improvement over LORS 

08, the current lake sched-

ule that has been, in part, 

guided by the lake’s ailing 

Herbert Hoover Dike and re-

sponsible for sending toxic 

blue-green algae west to the 

Caloosahatchee estuary and 

east to the St. Lucie estuary.

Since 2001, the 143-mile 

dike structure surrounding 

Lake Okeechobee has been 

undergoing rehabilitation 

at an estimated cost of 

$1.8 billion. The work is ex-

pected to be complete near 

the end of 2022, at which 

time, LOSOM is expected to 

be implemented.

According to Col. James 

Booth, the Army Corps 

of Engineers’ Jacksonville 

District commander, Model 

260467 was chosen since it 

eliminates lake releases to 

the St. Lucie under normal 

conditions 95% of the time 

while fl ows to the west will 

be below 2,000 cubic feet 

per second, which the Corps 

says will minimize algae 

blooms.

The Corps manages lake 
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SOUTH FLORIDA — An 

estimated 43,860 wading 

bird nests were built during 

the 2019-20 season, which 

typically runs November 

through May, according 

to the South Florida Water 

Management District’s 

annual nesting report. 

That wasn’t a great year, 

but it wasn’t completely 

unexpected or entirely 

bad either, according to 

researchers.

Although overall nest 

numbers were up slightly 

from the prior year, it was 

the second year in a row 

that the numbers fell shy 

of the 10-year average 

of 46,841 nests. During 

the 2018-19 season, 

only 37,303 nests were 

documented.

“This is what we expect,” 

said Mark Cook, SFWMD 

environmental scientist 

and lead author of the state 

agency’s annual nesting 

report.

The recently released 

report, which was delayed 

due to logistical challenges 

caused by COVID, con-

tained good news about 

tricolored herons and ro-

seate spoonbills, but the 

plight of the threatened 

wood stork was cause for 

concern.

The study found that the 

bulk of wading bird nests 

— 85.8% — were built in 

the Everglades and is con-

sidered a barometer of a 

healthy ecosystem. Lake 

Okeechobee accounted for 

4.4% of the nests in South 

Florida. Another regionally 

important nesting area 

during 2019-20 was Florida 

Bay with 2,485 nests.

“There are good years 

between the bad years,” 

Cook said. “These birds are 

moving around quite a bit. 

They’re using a huge area 

to nest and just because 

they’re not nesting in the 

Everglades, it isn’t the 

end of the world. Having 

two lower years isn’t aw-

ful. They weren’t terrible. 

We’ve made some major 

improvements since the 

early 2000s.”

A  g o a l  o f  t h e 

Comprehensive Everglades 

Restoration Plan and other 

restoration programs in 

South Florida is to replicate 

the natural ecosystem of 

pre-drainage Everglades, 

which was home to huge 

populations of breeding 

wading birds.
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FLORIDA KEYS — It has 

been about two weeks since 

fully-vaccinated foreign 

travelers could enter the 

United States, after almost 

20 months of being shut 

out of the Florida Keys and 

other iconic vacation desti-

nations due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Business leaders in the 

Keys reported that a few for-

eign travelers have arrived, 

but they are not expected to 

return in a signifi cant way 

until summer, their usual 

travel season.

Judy Hull, executive di-

rector of the Islamorada 

Chamber of Commerce, said 

the number of foreign trav-

elers in the visitor center is 

still down from pre-COVID 

numbers but is “definitely 

climbing.” 

Her staff has reported 

hearing from tourists from 

Canada, Argentina, Peru, 

Germany, France, Brazil, 

Chile and the U.K., among 

others.

Hull pointed out that the 

domestic tourism market 

remains strong for this time 

of year, and has been since 

U.S. 1 reopened after being 

closed early in the pandemic.

“The only time we were 

ever down was when they 

closed the highway. But once 

they opened it, we were run-

ning some really high num-

bers,” she said.

Hull added that with the 

borders opening and the 

pandemic receding overall, 

the Keys could be inching 

BY TIMOTHY O’HARA

Free Press Staff

TALLAHASSEE — A state 

bill has been drafted with-

out the knowledge of local 

representatives that would 

“abolish” the city of Key West 

and transfer “all assets and 

legitimate liabilities and rev-

enue streams to the county.”

A draft of the bill was ob-

tained by the new website 

floridapolitics.com, which 

shared the draft with the 

Florida Keys Free Press last 

week.

There was no wording 

in the bill to indicate the 

bill’s sponsor. After Monroe 

County and city of Key West 

offi cials learned of the bill, 

they reached out to their 

state lobbying teams.

State Rep. Jim Mooney, 

R-Islamorada, started mak-

ing inquiries after learning 

of the draft bill, he said.

“It’s a game,” Mooney said. 

“It’s not going anywhere. 

This is nonsense. ... I have 

been to leadership about 

Mysterious bill aims 
to ‘abolish’ Key West

See BILL, 3A

State, US district maps mostly unchanged

See DISTRICTS, 3A

Army Corps 
adopts final 
Lake O plan

See LAKE O, 4A

Nesting season 
offers mixed bag

Florida Bay hosting more tricolored herons

See NESTING, 4A

FWC/Contributed (left) and MARK COOK/SFWMD (right)

The most recent South Florida wading bird nesting study found growing numbers of 
tricolored herons, left, in Florida Bay. Nesting of roseate spoonbills, top right, fared well 
in South Florida. However, the nesting season of the wood stork, bottom right, has been 
off-kilter in recent years, resulting in chicks missing out of their prey base and starving.

Keys expecting 
return of foreign 
travelers in 2022 

See FOREIGN, 13A
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