Obama Visits Everglades to Call for Action on Climate Change
by Andy Reid and William E.  Gibson
April 22, 2015 – President Barack Obama used an Earth Day visit to the Everglades to make South Florida the poster child for fighting climate change.  In his first trip to Florida's famed River of Grass, the president Wednesday tried to build national support for cutting air pollution and other conservation efforts, to lessen global warming and rising seas.  The low-lying Everglades is at risk from sea-level rise, which could erode shorelines and push salty water further inland — hurting wildlife habitat and fouling South Florida drinking water supplies.
"Climate change is threatening this treasure and the communities that depend on it," Obama said, standing at the edge of a sawgrass prairie near the entrance to Everglades National Park in Miami-Dade County.  "If we don't act, there may not be an Everglades as we know it."
The president is pushing for the country to cut carbon emissions by 28% by 2025, to try to lessen the impacts of climate change.
The president's visit to Everglades National Park comes as he is proposing more funding to protect and promote national parks.  That includes a plan to give 4th-graders and their families free passes to national parks across the country for a year.
Also, the president on Wednesday urged Congress to approve his proposal for $240 million in federal funding this year for Everglades restoration, which is billed as a way help stem the effects of climate change.  "We don't have time ... to deny the effects of climate change," Obama said.  "Nowhere is [climate change] going to have a bigger impact than here in South Florida."
Obama's Earth Day speech to about 150 invited guests, which included environmental advocates, South Florida elected leaders, and even Bill Nye "The Science Guy," was the first presidential visit to Everglades National Park in 14 years, according to park officials.
South Florida environmentalists welcomed the president's visit as a chance to highlight restoration projects designed to save wildlife and preserve water supplies, and to push for more conservation efforts.  "Everglades restoration is the key to combating impacts from climate change in South Florida," said Julie Hill-Gabriel, Audubon Florida's director of Everglades policy.
While the president's visit brought renewed attention to the Everglades, state officials say the federal government has been slow to deliver money for restoration.  The state and federal government in 2000 agreed to split the billions of dollars it would cost for dozens of Everglades restoration projects, such as reservoirs and water pollution treatment areas.  While progress has been made, none of those projects is finished as budget cuts, political wrangling and construction problems continue to slow the work.
"President Obama needs to live up to his commitment on the Everglades and find a way to fund the $58 million in backlog funding Everglades National Park hasn't received from the federal government," Gov. Rick Scott said Tuesday.  "This has caused critical maintenance delays in the Everglades to linger for over a year."
Obama administration officials acknowledge that more federal funding is needed, but point to Congress as the holdup.  "We know that the federal government has an important role to play," said Secretary of the U.S. Department of the Interior Sally Jewell, who joined the presidential visit.  She added that Congress needs to "follow through."
Despite questions from conservatives about the projected threats of climate change, South Florida officials in recent years have said they can't afford to do nothing.  Broward and Palm Beach counties 5 years ago teamed up with Miami-Dade and Monroe counties to create the Southeast Florida Regional Climate Action Plan.  The plan seeks to prepare for and try to minimize the effects of climate change, including more than 100 recommendations such as raising low-lying roads and moving drinking-water wells farther inland.  The president praised South Florida's climate action plan as "a model not just for the country, but for the world."
Scientists say natural climate change has been worsened by man-made pollution from burning fossil fuels, which produces more CO2 and other greenhouse gases that capture the sun's heat.  Increased temperatures melt ice sheets and boost sea levels.  That puts low-lying places such as Florida at risk of more flooding, as well as more freshwater drinking water supplies turning salty.
Tackling climate change should be a bipartisan effort and it requires "political will," said Obama, who pointed out that Republican president Theodore Roosevelt started the national parks system.  "Refusing to say the words 'climate change' doesn't mean that climate change isn't happening," said Obama, taking a jab at climate change deniers.  "Protecting the one planet we've got is ... what we have to do for the next generation."
Experts say climate change is the latest threat to the Everglades.  It already suffers from decades of draining the land, to make way for South Florida farming and development, which shrunk the Everglades to half its size.
Also, draining water out to sea, for flood control, starves what remains of the Everglades.  Pollution washing off farmland and urban areas, and into the water that still flows south, threatens to wipe out the Everglades' tree islands, sawgrass marshes and other vital habitat.
Everglades advocates used the president's visit as another chance to renew their call for state leaders to buy more sugar industry land, to get additional water flowing to the struggling River of Grass.
A proposed deal gives the state until October to buy nearly 50,000 acres from U.S. Sugar Corp. that could be used to move more water from Lake Okeechobee to the Everglades, instead of draining it out to sea for flood control.
Supporters say money for the deal is available, after Florida voters in November overwhelmingly approved a constitutional amendment dedicating existing fees levied on real estate sales to buying land for environmental projects.  But state officials have so far balked at paying for land that could top $500 million.  Instead, they focus on finishing planned restoration projects.  "If Gov. Scott and the legislature fail to act in the final weeks of the legislative session, the contract with U.S. Sugar Corporation will expire in October and we will be back to square one in finding a solution," Everglades Trust founder Mary Barley said.
The Obama administration supports the state pursuing the U.S. Sugar land buy, Jewell said.  "We do need support from the state and the growers in the region," Jewell said.  "We need to be able to store that water."
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