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Swimmers to the Rescue!
Part 1

How an organized group of Florida’s open water swimmers are saving
freshwater lakes by adding “swimmable” as a water quality parameter.
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Introduction
“Where will the green slime go? Florida tracks its spreading algae,” oozed one Miami Herald headline.
The story continued in vivid prose, “The green algae-infested waters lapping Florida’s Treasure Coast like
watery guacamole over the last few weeks have angered residents, disgusted visitors and drawn the sort
of national media attention that can cripple a region’s tourism-driven economy.”
This was the top story in our state in the Summer of 2016. The crescendo—“There are a lot of questions,
including this big one: how far will it spread?” Florida water utility leaders, do you need a group of
people who want to protect your raw water resource just as much as you do?

“We don’t see algae typically flowing in river water—it’s more so in sitting water,” said Steve Davis, an
ecologist with the Everglades Foundation, in the same story. “For this reason,” Davis was quoted in the
Miami Herald saying, “It will be a delicate act to reduce the flow of the nutrient-rich lake water fueling the
algae explosion.”
That summer, Florida’s governor declared a State of Emergency because our water was gross. In addition,
water testing efforts providing essential clean water resource data tracking just wasn’t available in real
time. But what if we could expand Florida’s water testing capacity with a network of hundreds of people
who consider Florida’s beautiful lakes and the water in them a top priority?
This paper is designed to show you how to foster a natural ally among swimmers, those who like to
fish, and residents to build a strong clean water constituency.
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Issues and Solutions

Aerial image of Lake Cane

Living in Orlando means you are never far from
surface water. For example, Lake Cane has 543
residential properties in its basin and some multi-unit
condominiums. It’s only a fifteen-minute walk from Lake
Crane shores to Universal Studio’s theme park grounds,
so visitors also enjoy its natural beauty. This spring-fed,
clean lake is perfect for boaters, fish, wildlife, sightseers,
swimmers and of course residents. Like most of the
lakes in our area that are small and/or non-distressed, it
was getting maximum use. Unfortunately, it also wasn’t
getting the attention it needed until a problem came up.

Seasoned water professionals, lake-basin residents, and
especially swimmers know that over time intensifying development can threaten water quality. Unfiltered
storm drain runoff is a prime culprit. Through pipes and across lawns, runoff washes pesticides, dog
feces, and fertilizer products direction into the water.
Left to the natural course of events, the average lake’s water quality can deteriorate without much notice.
A lake like this one often goes unnoticed until algae bloom conditions appear.

The Lake Cane Restoration Society (LCRS) is a citizen-scientist based educational organization. We
created LCRS as a non-profit corporation to improve the environmental conditions of the lake we love.
Hosted by Dr. J.L. “Lucky” Meisenheimer, M.D. and his wife Jacquie, Lucky’s Lake Swim (or the Swim) is
one of American’s top 100 open water swimming destinations, frequented by Olympic medal winners and
buoyant retirees alike. For 28 years, swimmers of all kinds have bravely crossed this 80-acre lake every
single day of the week but Sunday. This takes guts and commitment.
In Florida, lake swimmers sardonically describe their early morning ritual as “entering the food chain”,
indicating that they navigate hazards both man-made and otherwise. These are just the kind of people
you want working with you when facing the hurdles of fresh water protection in a highly developed and
growing metropolitan area.

“We created a non-profit dedicated to using science to encourage clean lake
behavior in the community.”

This group also accomplishes water quality goals through data collection, education, and action.
Complementing the overarching vision of the Central Florida Water Initiative for decreasing dependence
on the aquifer, LCRS demonstrates how individual property owners and public entities can define their
respective responsibilities. Environmental improvements in the watershed, such as low nitrate counts,
the elimination of hydrilla and improving water clarity are documented. Additionally, swimmers have
provided Central Florida a tangible example, as well as templates, tools and expertise to help others
manage their lake’s water quality. The key to LCRS’s success is our formula for gathering water quality
data, setting improvement goals, establishing, and communicating improvement strategies to our
stakeholders in charitable, fiscally responsible, and community-building ways.
We based our Vision, Mission and Goals on established practices of environmental management.
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“Keeping Lake Cane swimmable, fishable, and lovable is our mission.”
Borrowed from the Environmental Protection Agencies’ original mandate to protect environmental
and human health, LCRS’s vision also includes keeping Lucky’s Lake Swim going at least until 2039.
That’s long-term for most of us! Though we wonder if we will live that long, we are determined to make
conditions possible for everyone to swim Lake Cane well into the middle of the century.

Fulfilling our mission requires pro-actively protecting this unique aquifer-fed water resource. Moreover,
while acting locally, we think—and swim—globally. There are 60 million Orange County tourists who
arrive every year. We propose something a little different for them to enjoy—Central Florida’s unbridled
nature. We are happy to report that every week a visiting swimmer from a different continent attends the
Swim, making Lake Cane a sort of water ambassador for the region, and even the state.

LCRS established an 18-person Board, facilitated through decisions in five Board meetings during a ninemonth “season” of activity. Our goals are outlined in a Strategic Plan, which is reviewed and updated each
year. Blending the State of Florida’s Southwest Water Management District approach to their Strategic
Plan and Robert Kaplan’s (Harvard Business School) Balanced Scorecard, our plan defines for the LCRS
four Areas of Responsibility (AOR): (1) Water Quality, (2) Fellowship, (3) Learning/Skill Development and
(4) Finance. Each AOR is dedicated to achieving strategic initiatives specific to their discipline. Together,
the four AORs have direct influence on LCRS’s entire complement of initiatives and supported events.

Areas of Responsibility

LCRS is an effective citizen-run water quality organization, by example, which supports short, medium
and long-term goals:

AOR for Water Quality

Goal 1.0 – Manage Lake Cane water quality toward the highest measurable standards of
the State of Florida
Strategy 1.1 – Measure lake water quality

Strategy 1.2 – Mitigate nutrient and chemical inflow from surrounding private properties and 		
		
public roads
Strategy 1.3 – Maintain success of hydrilla removal through carp and other natural means
Strategy 1.4 – Outreach

AOR for Fellowship

Goal 2.0 – Strengthen the bonds which unite people to care about Lake Cane
Strategy 2.1 – Support safe swimming
Strategy 2.2 – Organize special events
Strategy 2.3 – Outreach
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AOR for Learning and Training
Goal 3.0 – Build LCRS Capacity for Collaboration

Strategy 3.1 – Continue to develop www.lakecane.com as a collaborative tool

Strategy 3.2 – Facilitate LCRS Board members to complete their training requirements
Strategy 3.3 – Outreach

AOR for Finance
Goal 4.0 – Continue Financial Solvency

Strategy 4.1 – Maintain clear, accessible, and accurate account of money

Strategy 4.2 – Facilitate LCRS fundraising events and establish fiduciary routines
Strategy 4.3 – Outreach

“We started with a protest and ended up aspiring to be partners.”
In the beginning, LCRS’s relationship with Orlando City Hall authorities was
difficult. But thankfully, the ideals of LCRS won out. We even have a trophy
commemorating LCRS’s triumph. It’s called the Vineland Road Drainage
Improvement Project. Years ago, the City of Orlando embarked upon a flood
mediation effort by designing an underground pipe connection between
Vineland Road and Lake Cane. Unwisely, two hundred acres of road runoff
was to be redirected into the lake.

Public protests, including a pointedly humorous branding of the city’s project
as the “poison pipes”, LCRS folks demanded City Hall flush the plan down the
drain. Eventually they did just that. But why did they listen to us? The answer is
all in the numbers. On any given Saturday there will be 100 or more of us swimming
in the lake. During the week we amass in substantial numbers. In a year we are likely to
see 8,000 swims (many repeat swimmers). Swimmers, triathletes and our supporters, many
of them voting constituents, gathered in numbers which obviously got politicians’ attention.

Visualize the crowd you’d see at a popular 5k—that’s the number of swimmers which the Meisenheimers
host every week in good weather.
Over the years, we have continued flexing our attendance muscle. Swimmers lead the way in bringing
the community together to declare water quality a priority. United in opposition to degrading the lake,
swimmers have persistently persuaded residents, recreational fishers, boaters, and other stakeholders to
voice their opinion to the city about doing its part to keep our lake clean.
This past election year we saw several candidates come to the lake and meet with swimmers. Each
agreed to help us protect this precious resource. Our message—we need friends of Lake Cane to help us
fulfill our motto to keep the lake “Swimmable, Fishable and Lovable”. Our elected leaders appreciate our
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organization because we are best to help prevent problems from occurring as well as drive solutions.

We make it clear that LCRS is eager to talk, present our ideas, attend City and County Council meetings,
and generally find a way to end run-off and associated nitrogen/fertilizer contaminants from reaching
the lake. We’ve spread the message that a vibrant lake is a local treasure. And it’s working. In 2015, the
Historical Society of Central Florida recognized Lucky’s Lake Swim as its first “historic event”. This shows
the growing support of a community increasingly invested in the quality of its water.
Eliminating the invasive hydrilla growth that was choking the lake brought us credibility amongst all our
stakeholders, too. Swimmers raised the $5,000 needed for purchasing a few hundred-triploid carp. By
introducing the carp we achieved enviable water clarity goals while using no chemicals in the process.
Importantly, we did all this without creating a new taxation district (an option in Orange County for feebased storm-water management services).

Water Quality

We the people—the swimmers, the fishers, the residents, the visitors, and the families that love the lake—
need clean water. Ever wonder how to keep a lake clean? Surrounded by intensifying development, Lake
Cane’s well-being is protected first by the dedicated volunteers of the State of Florida’s LAKEWATCH
program. Testing Lake Cane’s water monthly, our volunteers take samples and submit them to labs. The
resulting data is available for everyone to view and download.
Wondering how Lake Cane is doing? Currently, Lake Cane is classified as mid-eutrophic. This means the
lake has some nutrients in it, which support a solid plant and algae population, but not so strong that
it does not provide for fish (fish compete with plants and algae for oxygen). We consider the lake as
healthier than it was during this same time last year. The lake’s healthiest year on record was in 2014.1 In
Florida, a lake’s health is generally described by its Trophic State Index, which is a number calculated by
the Florida Department of Environmental Protection from water quality results. A lower number means a
healthier lake.
The chart shows Lake Cane’s average Trophic State Index from 1999 to 2016.

Numbers began being tracked in 1999.

In addition to the Trophic State Index, we also
monitor the following individual water quality
parameters: Clarity, Nitrogen, and Phosphorus. This
data helps us understand what is affecting the lake’s
health and gives us ideas on how to improve it. As of
our most recent testing results Lake Cane has quite
a bit of extra nitrogen in it, relatively higher than its
phosphorus concentration. This is likely due to heavy
rains, and the run-off of excess water swooshing
fertilizer from the surrounding lawns into the lake.

Lake Cane has historically been a very clear lake with high visibility. That’s part of the appeal of the Swim.
We measure visibility using a device known as a Secchi disk, provided as a standard component of the
LAKEWATCH testing kit. The disk is attached to a marked line and lowered by our volunteers from a
boat into the lake. The distance into the water that the disk can be seen is the “transparency” of the lake,
measured in feet. The lake had its clearest average year in 1988. These days Lake Cane’s visibility is on
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par with a lake that is eutrophic. What does that
mean? Transparency and clarity—we’ve got it. Lack
of transparency is an
indicator that there are
suspended particles or algae cells in the water, a sign
of nutrient enrichment.
Lake Cane’s nitrogen levels are on par with a
mesotrophic lake, which is better than being
eutrophic. Nitrogen in Florida lakes is a reoccurring
news story as it contributes to algae blooms. Below
is a graph of Lake Cane’s yearly average nitrogen
concentration.

Finally, our testing team also monitors Lake Cane’s
phosphorus concentration. Phosphorus in Florida
lakes is often a product of soil content, and therefore
less manageable than nitrogen. It is naturally
occurring in the lake’s sediments and/or soils,
although some undoubtedly results from fertilizer
runoff.

Finance
What price tag would you put on your health, or the health of your family? The LCRS Treasurer, a position,
which is also an Officer of the Board, leads our way to collecting, maintaining, and reporting the status
of LCRS finances. The responsibilities of 501(c)3 reporting require diligence as we work to the ultimate
financial goal of continued financial solvency.

Learning and Training
We believe in a Board that is active and taking part in projects where they can help the most. To support
this, Board members are required to undertake a minimum of two classes each year that are related
to LCRS’s mission. With the goal of being as transparent as possible in everything we do, especially
finances, we use the website as a document management and reporting space. Reliability in our sharing
of information, in communications overall, is our most important support function. Every Friend of Lake
Cane is encouraged to be part of our team, to help make the Swim sustainable not just with regards to the
environment but also in learning, training, and fellowship.

Fellowship

Lake Cane is fun. In the process of volunteering, swimming and staging educational events, the fellowship
of the Swim creates an effective organization of friends. Current and anticipated growth in development
in Central Florida will require continued vigilance. Preventing storm water flow from dumping in to the
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lake means the fellowship of swimmers will get the opportunity to network and meet the stakeholders,
new residents and various decision-makers who may impact Lake Cane’s water quality. LCRS’s ability to
build trusting and lasting relationships with the community is essential to meeting our goals.

What You Can Do

Although the county could easily be labeled Lake Cane’s biggest polluter, homeowners also contribute
to the problem. LCRS uses frequent mailings, social media posts, and a well-read blog subscribed to by
thousands of swimmers to make recommendation to the 543 homeowners in our lake basin to do several
simple things to help prevent future algae blooms, including:
•

Limit the use of pesticides and herbicides and use fertilizers with 50% slow-release nitrogen and
zero phosphorus.

•

Don’t fertilize right before a predicted rainfall.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do not fertilize during winter (or during a drought) when the plants are dormant.
Talk to your lawn care provider to let them know your environmental goals.

Plant a rain garden, or otherwise capture run-off through trenched planting.
Pick up your pet’s waste even in your own yard.

Do not put grass clippings down the storm drain, or directly into the lake.
Use a rain-barrel.

Do not allow your vehicles to leak fluids.

It really isn’t that hard. By following these steps, we encouraged many of our basin residents to selfmitigate their contribution to nutrient run-off flowing into the lake. Plus, we have reduced the perceived
need to spray chemicals into the lake to kill the algae.

Conclusion

Whether swimmer-scientist or citizen-scientist, it takes tenacity and commitment to make fresh water
protection a priority of the development-driven, growing metropolitan areas of Central Florida. Our
group has a record of accomplishment in setting and making water quality goals through data collection,
education, and action. LCRS demonstrates how individual property owners and public entities can
define their respective responsibilities and achieve results. We are so proud to say that environmental
improvements in our lake basin, such as lower nitrate counts, the elimination of hydrilla, working in
partnership with local and state authorities and improving water clarity are documented.
As the heart of LCRS, swimmers have a proven track record of providing Central Florida the motivation
and discipline needed for setting improvement goals, establishing, and communicating strategies
to protect not only Lake Cane, but also have lasting effects on the northern most headwaters of the
Everglades, the root of the St. John River’s watershed and even reach as far as the coastal region of
Sarasota.
If your county, city, township, or neighborhood’s water quality parameters need improvement, maybe
your battle cry should be: Swimmers to the rescue!

