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ning councils, local gov-
ernments, elected state
lawmakers and nonprofit
organizations such as
1000 Friends of Florida,
the Sierra Club, Tampa
Bay Waterkeeper and
others.
These are the bills to

watch.

SAFE WATERWAYS ACT
Is the water you’re

swimming in safe? Are
there health risks at the
beach? Are pollutants
such as chemicals and
fecal bacteria swirling
around?
The answers to these

questions are hard to find.
The Safe Waterways Act

aims to inform the public,
through digital messaging
and on a central website,
of the risks.
This is the third time in

as many years lawmakers
have tried to pass the Safe
Waterways Act, and this
year’s bipartisan version
has a key detail: The bill
puts responsibility for
bacteria testing at beaches
solely under the responsi-
bility of the Florida De-
partment of Environ-
mental Protection instead
of Florida’s health depart-
ment.
“The public has a right

to know whether the

beaches and waters
they’re swimming in are
infested with fecal bacte-
ria,” said one of the bill
sponsors, Sen. Lori Ber-
man, D-Boca Raton.

LEGAL FEES FOR
FAILED PERMIT
CHALLENGES
Several environment

watchdogs said they are
closely monitoring a mea-
sure that would force
people who sue the Flor-
ida Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection or
water-management dis-
tricts to foot up to
$50,000 in legal bills if
they lose.
The measure takes cues

from a law that was
passed last year and al-
lowed lawsuit winners to
collect attorney fees in
challenges to local gov-
ernments’ comprehen-
sive-plan amendments.
Opponents warned it
would have a chilling
effect on citizen challeng-
es to developments and
called the law “the worst
environmental bill passed
by the Florida Legislature
during the 2023 session.”
The latest proposal’s

critics, including the non-
profit Friends of the Ever-
glades, said the bill “is a
gift to the development
industry, at the expense of
Florida’s environment and
everyday people.”
One of the bill’s spon-

sors, Rep. Toby Overdorf,

R-Stuart, defended the
bill, saying it’s another
tool to clean up a court
system bogged down by
“potentially frivolous
lawsuits.”

A BALLOONING
PROBLEM
You’ve probably seen

people releasing balloons
on the beach to celebrate
a birthday or remember a
loved one.
Though this might be a

fun or symbolic way to
mark a special event,
balloons can wreak havoc
on the environment. Sea
turtles can mistake plastic
balloons for jellyfish, and
balloons can take decades
to biodegrade.
A bill introduced this

session would prohibit the
intentional release of
balloons and re-classify
released balloons as litter.

FERTILIZER BANS
UNDER THREAT
While no legislation has

been filed, local govern-
ments and environmental-
advocacy groups fear the
state could use this ses-
sion to extend a pause on
a tool used in an effort to
improve water quality:
seasonal fertilizer bans.
Late into last year’s

session, lawmakers tucked
a measure into the budget
to give the University of
Florida $250,000 to
study the effectiveness of
local fertilizer bans. The

proposal prevented any
cities or counties from
adopting a new fertilizer
ban until July 1 of this
year.
The halt on fertilizer

bans and the accompany-
ing study were sugges-
tions from the TruGreen
lawn-care company. Late
last month, the results
from that report became
public: University re-
searchers argued there’s
not enough evidence that
banning fertilizer stops
pollution. It was a contro-
versial claim that was
countered by a scientist
whose own research was
cited in the report.
Still, lawmakers could

potentially use the study’s
findings as a reason to
further halt fertilizer bans.

WETLANDS A FOCUS
AFTER U.S. SUPREME
COURT RULING
A pair of bills would

preempt local govern-
ments’ “dredge and fill
activities” to state envi-
ronmental regulators.
Environmental groups

fear the bill creates an
“insurmountable financial
hurdle” for local govern-
ments when wetland pro-
tections are stronger than
the state’s baseline re-
quirements.
The bill comes on the

heels of a July 2023 U.S.
Supreme Court decision
that changed the
definition of a protected
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A great blue heron perches atop a cypress tree in the
Everglades. Friends of the Everglades says one bill ‘is a
gift to the development industry, at the expense of
Florida’s environment and everyday people.’


