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Meeting Proceedings 

The following individuals attended the Lake Okeechobee Aquatic Plant Management 
Interagency Task Force meeting 29th March 2022 at the South Florida Water Management 
District Headquarters, West Palm Beach, FL. 

 

Attendence: 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Jessica Fair 

Ian Markovich 

Jake Edwards 

Jon Lane  

Chelsea Bohaty  

Joshua Bauer 

 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission 

Ed Harris 

Sarah Palladino 

Alyssa Jordan 

Beechum Furse 

Tyler Beck 

 

South Florida Water Management District 

Alex Onisko  

Leroy Rodgers 

Rory Feeny 

Steven Collins 

 

U.S Department of Agriculture, IPRL 

Seth Farris 

Jeremiah Foley 

Melissa Smith 

Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection 

Mia Wellendorf 

 

Industry and NGO stakeholders: 

Newton Cook, United Waterfowlers Florida 

James Boggs, Helena Agri-Enterprises 

Paul Gray, Audubon Florida 

Mike Elfenbein

  



Meeting called to order at 10:01 by Jessica Fair 

 

Presentations: 

Melissa Smith, USDA 

Ms. Smith discussed here ongoing research into biocontrol and invasive plant research on Lake 
Okeechobee. She discussed the ecological stresses that water hyacinth can put onto a lake community. 
Additionally, she described how several biocontrols have been introduced. She noted that while 
biocontrols have been beneficial in reducing biomass and reproductive potential, they have only shown 
about a 17 percent reduction in hyacinth cover, showing a need to integrate herbicide and biocontrol 
more efficiently. Several studies show that decrease of herbicide and intervals of application can be 
effective but needs to be applied to landscape. Additional points of examination include vertebrae 
communities and novel herbicides. A new insect biocontrol in South America has been discovered and is 
being investigated. 

Jon Lane requested information on new biocontrol agent focus. Ms.Smith noted that as labor costs are 
less in South America, field trials have begun. Less than 20% of funding is dedicated to new agents. Most 
money being dedicated to water hyacinth direct costs. 

Alyssa Jordan inquired about the locations of associated fish surveys in treatment area. Ms.Smith noted 
they will be done in the same sites on the lake as the hyacinth research will be conducted. She notes 
that under a mat of hyacinth, low dissolved oxygen levels are observed. Additionally, fish populations 
are noted to do better in insect treated areas than in areas with no treatment. This suggests insects are 
improving fish community.  

Leroy Rodgers inquired about the scaling of water hyacinth necessary for the study design. Ms.Smith 
noted that skip applications will be implemented with no intentions of allowing biomass of hyacinth to 
build up. 

 

Jessica Fair, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Ms. Fair presented that Lake Okeechobee appears to be under maintenance control levels for invasive 
plants. Interagency flight observed 450 acres on the lake,  which is suspected to be low estimate by 
Ms.Fair. Ground surveys average 200 acres more than on helicopter survey. Her deep dive into survey 
data suggests Zones 4,6, and 7 are the most infested zones. Of those Indian Prairie and Tin House Cove 
appear to be the worst. Southern winds continue blowing vegetation south from FWC area of operations 
into USACE areas. Additionally, native plant diversity in the treatment exclusion zone has appeared to 
decrease. If future juicing projects persist, Ms. Fair recommends plant diversity and coverage be 
examined in order to protect native habitats. 

Alex Onisko inquired about helicopter survey protocols. Ms.Fair advised technique involves counting all 
plants sighted. 

Ms. Fair further discussed how USACE efforts have treated 738 acres of floating aquatic plant up until 
March of 2022. These efforts concentrated on Ritta Island to Pelican Bay and West Wall. Ms. Fair then 



discussed the desire to compile an updated EDRR list for the lake. Alex Onisko recommended a break-
out meeting to discuss those EDRR needs. 

 

Sarah Palladino, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Ms. Palladino discussed that herbicide application are occurring in Zones 4 and 5. Seasonal winds 
prioritize treatment there. Additionally, Zones 9 and 10 in the north are under treatment. As of the 
meeting, FWC has treated 1200 acres of vegetation throughout the lake. Additionally, 60 acres of Luziola 
have been treated as well. She further noted that April is the scouting month for Scelaria. A treatment 
request in with FWC upper management to treat those areas. Further, the nutrient reduction project is 
underway. Despite several breakdowns, the project is operational. 

Alex Onisko asked about contractor shortages and EDRR complications and inquired about status of 
aerial treatments. Ms. Palladino says prioritization of treatments in the works, with aerial not being 
ruled out as a future tool. 

Ed Harris noted that Moriah Mckinnis is working with FWC now and working on EDRR species listing and 
prioritization. He further noted that any aerial treatment requires a large chain of approvals throughout 
the agency. 

Mr. Furse mentioned smart strategies must be planned to maximize effective application of contractor 
services. He additionally discussed changing philosophies and what they mean for invasive plant 
management. 

Rory Feeney advised SFWMD are altering contractor rates and provisions to maximize flexibility in 
allowing contractors to treat in current conditions. 

Ms. Fair added that given current state of affairs, flexibility in operations must remain a priority.  

 

Tyler Beck, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Mr. Beck discussed that 26 snail kite nests were observed on the lake. High nest failures were observed 
primarily in the Indian Prairie area. 

 

Alyssa Jordan, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Ms. Jordan discussed several completed and underway efforts around the lake. First a shredding was 
completed in the Northwest Marsh of about 15 acres for fire lines and tussock material. This is to 
promote natural oxidization or fire control. Additionally, a cypress fringe replant is occurring in the 
Northwest marsh, with additional augmentation of pond apple and maple. 

Additionally, she discussed a continuation of torpedo grass treatments in the Northwest Marsh, adding 
1500 acres of additional treatment. Birds are positively responding to treatments.  Scelaria will also be 
treated as well. Target is May for additional treatments. Cattail treatments are also on the table. 
Prescribed fires have occurred in Dycess area. Additional fires are pending lift of burn bans. 



Alex Onisko, South Florida Water Management District 

Ms.Onisko discussed ongoing melaleuca surveillance, with a proposed treatment southeast of Uncle 
Joe’s Cut. Additionally, Observation Island treatments of woody species is planned. She additionally 
discussed proposed burn areas are waiting for appropriate water levels.  Jake Thayer will be developing 
a statement of work for mechanical harvesting. Ian Markovich inquired about trend of melaleuca on 
lake, noting his perceived rise. Ms. Onisko noted a lake marsh overall decline in melaleuca. Additional 
conversation continued to discuss need to collaborate on Brazilian pepper management. 

 

Mia Wellendorf, Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

Ms. Wellendorf promoted some DEP efforts in nutrient reduction and water sampling efforts around 
Lake Okeechobee. She inquired how she can assist in providing DEP perspectives for the interagency 
flyer. Alyssa Jordan recommended providing updates on nutrients or algal situations on the lake. 

 

Open Comment: 

Newton Cook, United Waterfowlers-Florida 

Mr. Cook discussed the complexities of lake management. He mentioned that recreators are most 
concerned about clean water, mostly phosphorous. He noted the importance of submerged aquatic 
vegetation and cattails. He is quoted as saying “Floating aquatic vegetation, we all have a problem with 
this.” He presented on how he is concerned with the water levels on Lake Okeechobee being too high 
for too long. He noted that he has seen marsh destroyed since Hurricane Irma. In terms of treatment, he 
recommended several ways to turn dynamics around on maintaining habitat by altered spray regime.  

 

Mike Elfenbein 

Mr. Elfenbein in response to Mr. Cook’s discussion by providing update to the nutrient reduction 
project. He noted that the undigested plant material smells and has been successfully applied to the 
pasture areas. He is proud to report it may be an alternative to reducing nutrients from the lake. He 
encourages any interested stakeholder to get into contact with him in order to learn about his 
discoveries. 

 

 


