
1

Findings From Workshops On Citizens’ Concerns Regarding The
Future Management of Walton County Coastal Dune Lakes

January 2008

Sponsored by:

Choctawhatchee Basin Alliance, under the guidance of Coastal Dune Lake Advisory Board

Reported by:

Mark V. Hoyer and Daniel E. Canfield, Jr.
Florida LAKEWATCH,

Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences
University of Florida/Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences

Gainesville, FL



2

Introduction

Walton County contains many ecological treasures, which attract visitors from all over the
world, creating one of the fastest growing counties in the nation.  There are 15 named coastal
dune lakes in south Walton County along 26 miles of coastline. These coastal dune lakes are
extremely rare. In Florida, they are found only in the Florida Panhandle. Around the world,
coastal dune lakes also exist in Madagascar, Australia, New Zealand, the northwest Pacific Coast
of the United States and South Carolina.

Coastal dune lakes are generally found within two miles of the coast and are typically shallow
and irregularly shaped.  The water is composed of both fresh and salt water obtained from
groundwater seepage (in both directions), heavy rain, and storm surges. Most of the dune lakes
around the world are called freshwater lakes with varying periods of saltwater intrusion. Lake
water is generally colored (e.g., tea or black colored) due to watershed contributions of dissolved
organic matter. While these lakes are exposed to normal weather conditions, coastal dune lakes
are tremendously impacted by hurricane activity (i.e., storm frequency, strength and  duration).

The coastal dune lakes of Walton County are unique in their intermittent connection to the Gulf
of Mexico.  This periodic connection serves as control for flood-level waters by opening a
conduit to the Gulf.  When a lake reaches a critical pre-flood level, breaching water forms an
outlet through the dune system and empties the lake water into the Gulf.  Depending on tides and
weather conditions, salt water and biota from the Gulf fills the void left behind by the lowered
water level of the lake until equilibrium is reached and the opening eventually closes. This
exchange forms a brackish water-body, creating a temporary estuarine ecosystem.  Each of the
coastal dune lakes has individual outlet characteristics, with outlet openings varying in length,
frequency and duration. These openings occur based on each lake’s critical water level, which is
driven by droughts and rainfall.  As a result, some of the lakes can be completely freshwater,
some brackish, and/some salty, with varying degrees between stages. The changing condition of
water chemistry in the coastal dune lakes makes them biologically diverse systems with a
dynamic nature.

Walton County’s tremendous population growth, especially in the vicinity of the coastal dune
lakes has raised much concern over the “health” of these exceptional systems. For this reason,
the Walton County Board of County Commissioners extended provisions in the Walton County
Land Development Code and Walton County Comprehensive Plan for the protection of the dune
lakes. Additionally, the County Commission established the Coastal Dune Lake Advisory Board
(CDLAB) in 2002. The mission statement for this advisory board is as follows: “To serve,
protect and perpetuate the Coastal Dune Lakes of Walton County through mitigation of the
effects of development.” The CDLAB has several objectives, which fall under three major
headings; 1) Action, 2) Education and 3) Perpetual Protection. One action item is development of
an action plan (essentially a lake management plan) for each lake. This report is Phase One of the
development of these management plans, which consists of identification of issues of concern for
each of the dune lakes of Walton County from citizens living around and utilizing the lakes.
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Background

In January 2006, the Choctawhatchee Basin Alliance (CBA) and University of Florida/IFAS
Extension Service (UF/IFAS), under the guidance of the CDLAB, began a series of meetings
intended to define issues related to the management of coastal dune lakes. This is the first step in
an approach to developing a lake management plan called “The TEAM Approach.” TEAM
stands for Together for Environmental Assessment and Management (Canfield and Canfield
2002).

TEAM is a three-step process for developing comprehensive and integrative lake management
plans and water resource policy. It involves "stakeholders," lay citizens, and technical "experts."
In Phase One, these people identify, define, and prioritize their concerns and potential courses of
action concerning water resource issues. Next, "pro" and "con" information is developed for each
issue. Once this information is provided to everyone involved, they come together to discuss and
ultimately vote on a course of action with regard to a lake management plan or water resource
policy.

Prior to any of the citizen issues meeting, an initial lake management meeting was held with the
following technical experts present and an additional 34 attendees: Chairman Mike D’ Autilia,
Vice-Chairman Meg Nelson, Earl Day, Marsha Anderson, Mary Rosenheim, Phillip Ellis, Scott
Jackson, Jeannie Wilson, Bill Horn, Walton County Planning and Development Director Pat
Blackshear, Walton County Environmental Manager Billy McKee, Walton County
Environmental Planner Anthony Austermann, and Walton County Beach Activities Coordinator
Leslie Campbell. Chairman Mike D’ Autilia opened the meeting at 9:00 am.

After opening the meeting, Chairman Autilia welcomed everyone to the first public workshop
sponsored by the Coastal Dune Lake Advisory Board. This workshop was held to showcase the
four-year strategic plan of the Coastal Dune Lake Advisory Board, air potential concerns about
the coastal dune lakes and gain support for upcoming individual lake management meetings.

Coastal Dune Lakes Advisory Board and Ex-Officio members were introduced to attendees.
Scott Jackson and Phillip Ellis presented a PowerPoint presentation providing an overview of the
coastal dune lakes. The large group of attendees was then divided into small break-out groups to
identify the major concerns and issues that should direct the management of the coastal dune
lakes. The groups came together again, and compiled a master list of all identified issues ranking
them from one to 18, with #1 being the most important and #18 the least important issue. Their
master list follows:

1) Outfall Management
2) Enforcement of Rules/Regulations
3) Water Quality
4) County Code and Comprehensive Plan
5) Invasive/Exotic Species
6) Development Encroachment
7) Watershed Protection
8) Private Property Rights vs. Preservation
9) Public Access
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10) Function of CDLAB
11) Outstanding Florida Water Designation
12) Storm water Management
13) Hurricane Debris Management
14) Shoreline Restoration/Erosion
15) Septic Tank Management/Removal
16) Education and Outreach
17) Recreational Management
18) More Scientific Studies

In April and May 2006, Phillip Ellis with CBA and Scott Jackson with University of Florida
–IFAS Extension Service hosted a series of community meetings with citizens from 13
individual lakes. (Two of the 15 lakes have been excluded from this Four-Year Plan because they
are part of Topsail Hill Preserve State Park and thus are managed by the Florida Park Service.)
These meetings were convened for citizens living around the lakes, to identify issues of concern.
Unfortunately, after Phillip and Scott hosted these series of meetings, they each began to pursue
other career opportunities and the development of the plan stalled. Therefore, Julie Terrell from
CBA requested that Florida LAKEWATCH finish developing the management plans for Walton
County’s dune lakes. She selected Florida LAKEWATCH because LAKEWATCH has
successfully used the TEAM approach to develop lake management plans for several Florida
lakes, including the Tsala Apopka Chain of Lakes in Citrus County, Lake Wailes in Polk County
and the Forest Hills Lakes in Hillsborough County.

Florida LAKEWATCH’s Proposed Course of Action

There is no need to reconvene all of the individual issues meetings since Scott and Phillip did an
excellent job conducting Phase One of the TEAM process, and they kept thorough notes
throughout the process. To accomplish the TEAM process as quickly as possible LAKEWATCH
will proceed with the following five Tasks:

Task 1 and Task 2 - LAKEWATCH personnel were not present during the meetings, therefore,
LAKEWATCH will consolidate all of the notes taken from the issues meetings and present a
report to the original lake representatives and the Walton County Dune Lakes Advisory Board to
make sure all notes are true to the actual meetings’ concerns (e.g., words have meaning and we
need to make sure everyone is using the same definitions). When these groups have read this
report LAKEWATCH will meet separately with these groups and discuss any corrections and/or
additional comments that need to be made to the final list of issues.

Task 3 - Use technical experts and all available science to write the pros and cons for listed
issues and compose recommended strategies for managing Walton County’s coastal dune lakes.

Task 4 - Present recommendations in a report to the original players (stakeholders, citizens, and
technical experts), and convene a meeting for a vote on recommendations/actions.

Task 5 - Finalize the Walton County Dune Lakes Management Plan and provide it to citizens and
those in charge of management decisions regarding the dune lakes.
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N.B.: Florida LAKEWATCH received CBA’s request to help complete the TEAM
process for the Walton County dune lakes in December of 2007. They accepted this
project on top of many other statewide commitments that LAKEWATCH has already
made for 2008. Therefore, LAKEWATCH cannot guarantee a definite finish date, but
will attempt to complete this project in the summer of 2008.

Consolidated List of Previously Identified Issues

After reading all of the notes recorded at individual lake meetings, the notes were consolidated
and prioritized for the development of the final lake management plan (See Table 1). Table 1
lists a short title for individual issues identified for each lake and shows a total list of issues
identified in all lakes combined. For all of the lakes, more than 20 individual issues falling under
eight major headings were identified. The major headings are as follows, with the number of
lakes (out of 13) that identified individual heading listed in parentheses:

1) Who is in Charge? (13)
2) Outlet Management (13)
3) Water Quality (13)
4) Watershed/Inlet management (13)
5) Aquatic Plant management ((10)
6) Education (8)
7) Fish and Wildlife (7)
8) More Science and Studies (5)

The first four major headings which were identified as issues at all 13 individual lake meetings
seem to be the primary areas of concern for the Walton County coastal dune lakes community as
a whole. The readers of this document should carefully study Table 1 to make sure all issues on
the lake they represent are present for consideration. Knowing that all issues are important,
readers should also consider the order of the major headings listed above to see if they agree with
the prioritization of the above list. This will greatly help LAKEWATCH when it convenes the
meetings listed in Task 1 and Task 2.

Because Florida LAKEWATCH personnel were not present to ask questions and clarify
statements of concern at the individual lake meetings, the readers are also asked to consider the
following questions and convey their responses to LAKEWATCH at the meetings conducted to
accomplish Task 1 and Task 2 [or any other way possible. Those individuals not able to attend
should consider sending their comments via phone (352 392-9617 ext 227, Mark Hoyer, or
email: mvhoyer@ufl.edu).

1) For the Outlet Management Heading:

a) Is the major point that water levels are too high at times and cause flooding or too low
for lake recreation?

b) Is hurricane debris mostly man-made or natural?
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c) What are natural and/or historical conditions?

2) For the Water Quality Heading:

a) Are storm water concerns due to potential nutrient and/or sediment additions?

b) Are septic tank concerns related to potential nutrient and/or bacteria additions?

3) For the Water Quality and Watershed/Inlet Management Headings:

a) Is the protection of wetlands intended to decrease nutrient load and/or simply
preservation of the flora and fauna of wetland ecosystems?

4) For the Aquatic Plant Management Heading:

a) What are the invasive/exotic plant species and what problems are they causing?

After all issues are finalized (Task 1 and Task 2), another report will be written describing the
pros and cons of each issue using the best available information and science.
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Table 1. List of lake management issues identified in individual Coastal Dune Lakes by local
citizens in meeting held the months of April and May 2006. The “x” represents an issue that was
brought up for an individual lake and the number lists the total number of lakes out of 13 that
had an individual issue.

Issues Number of
Dune Lake
With Issues

Allen Alligator Big
Red
Fish

Campbell Deer Draper Eastern

Who Is in Charge? 13 x x x x x x x
1) Enforcement of
Rules/Regulations

11 x x x x x x

2) County Codes and
Comprehensive Plan

11 x x x x x x

3) Development and
Encroachment

7 x x x x

Outlet Management 13 x x x x x x x
1) Hurricane Debris 11 x x x x x x
2) Bathymetric
Maps/Hydrology

5 x x x

3) Salinity of lake 5 x x x
4) Leave Natural/Historical 5 x x x
5) Water Levels 4 x x

Water Quality 13 x x x x x x x
1) Monitoring for Trends 11 x x x x x x x
2) Non-Point Nutrient Load 4 x x
   a. Storm water 11 x x x x x
   b. Wetland Protection 5 x x
   c. Septic Tanks 5 x x
       Sewer System Hook up? 3 x
   d. Lawn Care/Golf Coarse 3 x x
   e. Chemical/Pesticide 1 x

Watershed/Inlet Management 12 x x x x x x x
1) Road Problems 11 x x x x x x
2) Wetland Protection 4 x x x
3) Fix Culverts 2 x

Aquatic Plant Management 10 x x x x x
1) Invasive/Exotic Plants 8 x x x
2) Increase Natives 3 x

Education 8 x x x x x
1) Citizen Outreach 4 x x
2) Youth and Schools 1
3) County Government 1 x

Fish and Wildlife 7 x x x x x
1) Recreation 3 x x
2) Monitoring for Trends 1 x

More Science and Studies 5 x x x x
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Table 1 (Continued).

Issues Number of
Dune Lake
With Issue

Fuller Little
Red
Fish

Morris Oyster Stallworth Western

Who Is in Charge? 13 x x x x x x
1) Enforcement of
Rules/Regulations

11 x x x x x

2) County Codes and
Comprehensive Plan

11 x x x x x

3) Development and
Encroachment

7 x x x

Outlet Management 13 x x x x x x
1) Hurricane Debris 11 x x x x x
3) Bathymetric Maps/Hydrology 5 x x
4) Salinity of lake 5 x x
5) Leave Natural/Historical 5 x x
2) Water Levels 4 x x

Water Quality 13 x x x x x x
1) Monitoring for Trends 11 x x x x
2) Non-Point Nutrient Load 4 x x
   a. Storm water 11 x x x x x x
   b. Wetland Protection 5 x x x
   c. Septic Tanks 5 x x x
       Sewer System Hook up? 3 x x
   d. Lawn Care/Golf Coarse 3 x
   e. Chemical/Pesticide
Contamination

1

Watershed/Inlet Management 12 x x x x x
1) Road Problems 11 x x x x x
2) Wetland Protection 4 x
3) Fix Culverts 2 x

Aquatic Plant Management 10 x x x x x
1) Invasive/Exotic Plants 8 x x x x x
2) Increase Natives 3 x x

Education 8 x x x
1) Citizen Outreach 4 x x
2) Youth and Schools 1 x
3) County Government 1

Fish and Wildlife 7 x x
1) Recreation 3 x
2) Monitoring for Trends 1

More Science and Studies 5 x
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Appendix I



10



11



12



13



14



15



16



17



18


