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• SCS is one of the most ecologically and economically 
important regions in Florida.

• Contiguous network of coastal wetlands, estuaries, 
and bays wrapping around the southern end of 
Florida from Miami to Naples.

• Four sub-regions of SCS:  Biscayne Bay, Florida Bay, 
Lower Southwest Coast, Upper Southwest Coast.
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• Rich and diverse ecological resources including 
seagrass meadows, mangrove forests, coastal lakes, 
oyster reefs, and graminoid marshes

• These natural communities support:
• various sponge species (benthic habitat)
• Commercially important species populations 

(spiny lobster, stone crabs, juvenile pink shrimp)
• Recreational important species populations 

(spotted seatrout, gray snapper, common snook)
• Provide vital nursery and forage habitat for fish and 

wading birds.
• Support imperiled species including West Indian 

manatee, American crocodile, several sea turtle 
species, small-tooth sawfish, and numerous federal 
and state listed avian species.
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• CERP Goal of “Getting the Water Right” for SCS means 
restoring freshwater flows into coastal wetlands and 
downstream estuarine and coastal waters.

• Threats include:  increasing salinity, sea level rise, 
increasing water temperatures, increase in storm 
severity and frequency.
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What is an ecological indicator or attribute?
• A parsimonious subset of ecosystem components that 

are thought to be representative of overall ecological 
conditions of the system.

• Typically are populations, species, guilds, communities, 
or processes.

What are the reasons for selecting an ecological 
indicator?
• Known or hypothesized to be sensitive to ecological effects.
• Are elements of the ecosystem that are highly valued by a 

wide variety of people.
• CERP has consistently monitored the status and trends.



Status of Biscayne Bay
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• Salinity is among the most important abiotic 
variables in the SCS.

• Freshwater flow has a significant impact on the 
salinity found throughout the bay.

• The “Nearshore” (<100m) Salinity Target is 5-18 psu
(mesohaline condition).

• Salinity measurements over the past decade 
indicate freshwater flows to the Bay’s southwestern 
perimeter are lacking in both volume and duration.
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Status of Florida Bay
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Region 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
North Bay 18 33 37 7 28 25
East 23 45 27 15 45 30
East-central 26 69 37 17 37 31
Central 22 47 51 13 26 26
South 30 83 61 20 44 30
West 33 53 51 30 46 38

• Salinity is among the most important abiotic variables in the SCS.
• Freshwater flow has a significant impact on the salinity found 

throughout the bay.
• Restore oligohaline (0.5-5 psu) to mesohaline (5-18 psu) conditions 

in the “nearshore” (<100m) environment.
• Reduce the frequency, duration, magnitude, and spacial extent of 

hypersalinity (>40 psu).



Status of Florida Bay
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Southwest Coast (Lower)
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• Salinity is among the most important abiotic variables in the SCS.
• Freshwater flow has a significant impact on the salinity found 

throughout the southwest coast.
• Salinity performance measure metrics and targets for all of 

southwest coast have yet to be developed.
• Currently wrapping up a modeling effort to add salinity metric 

sites to the Florida Bay Performance Measure to include 
southwest coast.



Southwest Coast (Upper)
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Key Findings 
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Biscayne Bay
• Submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) loss combined with increased levels of chlorophyll a, total 

phosphorus, and total nitrogen suggest SAV recovery will be limited and could decline in northern 
Biscayne Bay, Barnes Sound, and Manatee Bay.

Florida Bay
• Salinity throughout Florida Bay continues to remain high regardless of season.  The lack of 

freshwater flow to Florida Bay, combined with sea level rise, has resulted in a prey base shift 
composed of fewer freshwater species.

• Coincident with high rainfall amounts, eight years of low spotted seatrout population numbers were 
broken in 2016 and 2017.

• Roseate spoonbill nesting effort ranged from 21% to 27% of target effort in Florida Bay with the 
number of nests producing a minimum of one chick declining between WY2013 and WY2017.

Southwest Coast
• Due to increasing salinity in nearshore and estuarine areas, American crocodiles have been observed 

further upstream in the Shark River Estuary.
• Alligator health is declining likely due to abnormally high salinities from lack of freshwater flow.
• Salinity in the Upper Southwest Coast sub-region remains spatially variable due to channelization of 

water flow resulting from continued pulse discharges.
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