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The Everglades

The Everglades is one of the richest ecosystems in the United States. The plants and animals, some which are unique to the Everglades, are dependent on the environment in which they live. Fresh water is essential for the survival of plants and animals in the Everglades. When few people lived in Florida, fresh water was plentiful. As Florida’s population began to grow, people needed fresh water for everyday living and for farming. Over the years, canals and levees were built that controlled the amount of fresh water that could be moved from Lake Okeechobee to the Everglades. In addition, salt water from the Gulf of Mexico began to invade the Everglades. As fresh water decreases, the Everglades National Park gets closer to extinction. 

How is the change in the Everglades affecting the animal life? Some animals, which lived in the Everglades in great numbers, are becoming endangered or threatened. Sixteen species are on the endangered species list. Five species are considered threatened. The number of birds has been greatly affected by the changes in the Everglades. Since the 1930’s, wood storks and egrets have decreased from 265,000 to only 18,500. This is a 93 percent decrease. The number of roseate spoonbills has been cut in half since 1980. Even larger animals like alligators have decreased in number, and the Florida Panther is almost 
extinct. Animals like fish and pig frogs have also been affected. The amount of mercury found in fish and pig frogs has increased. It is unsafe for people to eat fish or frog legs that are contaminated with mercury.

Approximately 6.5 million people live in Florida. Fresh water is limited. Do we need to choose between protecting the plants and animals that live in the Everglades or supplying fresh water for the people who live in Florida? Marjory Stoneman Douglas, the “mother of the Everglades”, did not think so. In her autobiography, she reminded us that the rainfall in South Florida depends on water that evaporates from the Everglades and later becomes rain. Like Ms. Douglas, many people believe that the Everglades and people can live together. Today, efforts are being made to repair the Everglades. The Army Corp of Engineers is tearing down some of the canals and levees so fresh water sources are more plentiful. The borders of the Everglades National Park have been expanded to protect areas where several species of birds nest. Ordinary people like you can help save the Everglades too. For example, when endangered or threatened animals and plants are being sold, don’t buy them and report dealers to the authorities. You can also encourage adults to support legislation that is designed to protect the environment. 
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