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PETITION FOR OUTSTANDING FLORIDA WATERS DESIGNATION  

 

Cry of the Water and Global Coral Reef Alliance requests that the Environmental 

Regulation Commission initiate rule-making to amend Chapter 17-3.041(4)(i), FAC to designate 

the near shore and coral reef habitat, North of Port Everglades and South of Hillsboro Inlet East 

of mean high tide  out to a depth of 100 feet of water in the Atlantic Ocean, Outstanding Florida 

Waters. This designation is being sought in order to increase the level of water quality protection 

being afforded to these waters so that the current marine life, ecological integrity, recreational and 

fish values and of this system can be maintained.  The coral reef habitat has ecologically 

significant value in that they support endangered and threatened marine, coral and animal 

communities.  The recreational significance of this near shore community is recognized as being 

exceptional for many actives including swimming, boating, fishing, beach and boat diving.  

 

These significant resources are currently threatened by increased pressure from land-based 

sources of pollution and erosion, over-development, global warming, and lack of best 

management practices (BMP) for sustainable beaches and reefs.  We believe the proposed rule 

change would provide additional protection to this marine ecosystem of outstanding ecological 

and recreational significance. The environmental, social and economic benefits of designating this 

area as an Outstanding Florida Water outweigh the very low social and economic costs. 

Therefore, we respectfully petition the Florida Department of Environmental Regulation and the 

Florida Environmental Regulation Commission to initiate rule making to designate the Coral Reef 

Habitat in Ft. Lauderdale/ Lauderdale-By-The-Sea/ Pompano Beach as an Outstanding Florida 

Waters. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 The Ft. Lauderdale/Lauderdale-By-The-Sea/Pompano Beach near shore ecosystem 

community is a major recreational and environmental area in Southeast Florida. The three natural 

reef tracts that run parallel to the coastline and many artificial reefs in the area has made Broward 

County a top year-round travel destination. Broward County earns more income from aquatic 

activities than Palm Beach, Miami-Dade, or Monroe Counties according to a recent study on the 

socio-economic value of South Florida reefs (Johns et al. 2001). Unfortunately, during the last 30 

years it has come under increased pressure from rapid coastal development, land-based sources of 

pollution, declines in fish stocks, loss of critical habitat and land-based sources of erosion 

including beach fill. These changes are threatening the sustainability of our beaches, fisheries and 

reefs.   

 

The Ft. Lauderdale/Lauderdale-By-The-Sea near shore ecosystem is the only area in 

Broward County with native beach sand, not ever having a beach dredge and fill project 

conducted. In May of 2006 Staghorn coral (Acropora cervicornis) and Elkhorn coral (Acropora 

palmata) received federal protection under the Endangered Species Act. Broward County is the 

northern limit for Elkhorn coral and in 2008 the County was designated as Critical Habitat for 

both Acropora species.  Just off shore of this area is the single largest thicket of threatened 

Staghorn coral (Acropora cervicornis) in the continental United States and several colonies of 

threatened Elkhorn coral (Acropora palmata). New recruits of Elkhorn coral have been 

discovered in this area as well. 

 

This document was originally planned for the Ft. Lauderdale and Lauderdale-By-The-Sea 

segment of Broward County.  Stakeholder diving and fishing groups north of Lauderdale-By-The-

Sea requested that the boundaries for this area be extended to include the Pompano Beach area.  

The habitat features in the area between Port Everglades Inlet and Hillsboro Inlet exhibit similar 

physical and biological features along the three reef tracts in the County.  The Outstanding 

Florida Waters borders must be large enough to preserve the functionality of the ecosystem while 

protecting the water quality. 

 

  The Ft. Lauderdale/Lauderdale-By-The-Sea/Pompano Beach nearshore area is an 

important foraging area and access to the beach for sea turtles (cover photo), manatees (Figure 1) 

and other endangered and threatened species.  
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Figure 1. Manatees courting in nearshore waters at Lauderdale-by-the-Sea. Photo © Marc Furth.  

 

 

Cry of the Water, the Global Coral Reef Alliance, Broward residents and other parties 

interested in preserving this ecologically valuable ecosystem have joined in submitting this 

petition and supporting documentation in an effort to protect its water quality.  Designating this 

section of coral habitat as special waters under the Outstanding Florida Water Act would afford 

additional protection and it would considerably increase its recognition as an essential 

recreational and ecological area. Our coastal resources are under extreme competition by urban 

development, loss of important habitat, water quality degradation, and other human activities. 

Sustainability of our costal ecosystems through voluntary and mandated marine use decisions 

should be made a priority.  The marine ecosystem throughout Broward County would benefit 

from an offshore Outstanding Florida Waters specialized designation by increasing awareness and 

improve coastal stewardship.     

 

The materials presented with this petition are divided into sections that provide more 

detailed information and data on the proposed area.   
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PROPOSED OUTSTANDING FLORIDA WATERS BOUNDARY 
 

The Proposed Boundary for Outstanding Florida Waters includes all areas between Port 

Everglades Inlet north to Hillsboro Inlet and from the high tide mark east to a depth of 100 feet 

(Figure 2).  Area is located in Broward County, on the Southeast Coast of Florida. 

 

 
Figure 2. Aerial photographs showing Proposed Ft. Lauderdale/ Lauderdale-By-The-Sea/ 

Pompano Beach Outstanding Florida Waters designation boundaries.  
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ECONOMICS 

 

A 2001 socioeconomic study of the reefs in Southeast Florida (Johns, Leeworthy, Bell and 

Bonn, p ES-5-6) found that reef-related expenditures generated on annual $2.1 billion in sales in 

Broward County, resulting in $1.1 billion in income to Broward County residents.  Ranked as a 

top dive destination in North America by Scuba Diving magazine, the reefs of Broward County 

attract diving and fishing enthusiasts from all over the world.  Lauderdale-by-the-Sea is 

considered the shore diving capital of Florida, with beautiful coral formations easily accessed just 

off its beaches. 

 

         

AREA HISTORY 

 

EARLY DOCUMENTATION  

 

Early documentation of the coral reef habitat is lacking for much of the Southeast Florida 

area. Research on reefs was entirely focused in the Keys.  Past residents and visitors to the area 

moved on without knowing that the resources they encountered would be just remnant in years to 

come. Few had the capabilities to photograph the underwater world in the 1950ôs or knew that 

their statements would become a valuable resource.  But they do exist; from his trip to Ft. 

Lauderdale with his class in 1955, Dave Raney remembers snorkeling off the beach on beautiful 

reefs. But itôs the photo he saved from his 1957 dive to the pier at Lauderdale-by-the-Sea that 

documented the field of now Threatened Elkhorn coral (Figure 3). 

 

 
Figure 3. Photo from 1957 depicting a large thriving colony of Elkhorn coral off of Lauderdale-

by-the-Sea. 
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Donald P. DeSylva, in his 1963 book Systematics and Life History of the Great 

Barracuda, University of Miami Press, pointed out that ñsome reefs in the Miami-Fort Lauderdale 

area that were formerly flourishing have been since (1950) affected adversely by siltation and 

probably by pollutionò. It is important to note that his observations of decline in these reefs 

precedes the massive beach fill projects that affected almost all of SE Florida beaches (except for 

the stretch for which OFW status is sought in this petition) since the mid 1960s. In all those other 

locations local divers watched the nearshore and offshore reefs killed and buried by mud and sand 

from eroded beach fill materials.  

 

CORAL REEF DOCUMENTATION   

 

Cry of the Water first documented the high percentage coral cover and Staghorn coral 

(Acropora cervicornis) area on the nearshore ledge off Ft. Lauderdale in 1999 during an effort to 

save the reef from a destructive Broward dredge and fill project.  At that time it was believed by 

coral reef researchers and by county, state, and federal agencies that there were no significant 

coral reefs in the area.  A joint report entitled Reef Protection in Broward County, Florida, by Cry 

of the Water and the Global Coral Reef Alliance (Goreau and Clark, 2001) described the threats 

to this valuable resource and proposed management plans. 

 

The 2001 video tape entitled Broward Nearshore Hardbottom Threatened by Dredging, 

was created as the first video record for documentation of the rich marine resources in the Ft. 

Lauderdale nearshore habitat.  DVD copies are available of the original video tape from Cry of 

the Water at reefteam2@yahoo.com.   

 

Although we reported high coral cover in the entire proposed Outstanding Florida Waters 

area, only a section of the reef was highlighted in the EIS Figure 5 (Refer to Exhibits). This area 

also contained the Ft. Lauderdale thicket of Staghorn (Figure 4) along with Staghorn colonies 

throughout the area, and ancient large corals (Figure 5).  Apparently the scientific community 

now agrees that this is a special area in Broward County because several monitoring and 

experimental stations have since been set up at these locations.    

 

The Southeast Florida Coral Reef Evaluation and Monitoring Project (SECREMP) is only 

one of several projects in this Outstanding Florida Waters proposed boundary.  Although 

SECREMP monitoring has been ongoing for 7 years it is stated in the reports that the permanent 

transect design may not provide all the data appropriate for monitoring the condition of a large A. 

cervicornis (Staghorn) patch.  Highlighting the gaps in monitoring this unique habitat may bring 

about positive changes that will insure that monitoring protocol is changed to record the 

significant changes to the staghorn field. 
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Figure 4. Staghorn coral thicket on nearshore reef off of Ft. Lauderdale. Photo © Karen Lane. 

 

 
Figure 5. Ancient boulder coral within proposed Outstanding Florida Waters boundaries. 


