Lake Resources

Issue:  The County's lakes are important natural and community resources that serve as scenic and recreational amenities while performing a number of beneficial environmental functions.  Lakes serve as important fisheries and as parts of wildlife habitat mosaics, providing sources of food for a variety of wildlife, including listed species, as well as to filter and attenuate (reduce, slow down) stormwater and provide reliable recharge to the surficial and, in some cases, the Floridan aquifers.  They also serve as sources of scenic beauty and provide various forms of recreation.  Degraded lakes are those whose natural functions or recreational values are reduced or lost.  Because Florida lakes tend to be relatively shallow and nutrient-rich, and our climate is warm and temperate, eutrophication, the natural aging process of lakes and ponds, is relatively rapid here naturally.  Mankind’s activities tend to hasten the process, which leads to an increase in total bio-mass but a reduction in over-all biological diversity and a general reduction in perceived benefits to mankind.

Lakes are an important part of Hillsborough County's natural heritage, and the maintenance of their integrity is crucial.  Natural and man-made lakes (as opposed to stormwater retention ponds) are protected as Waters of Hillsborough County in accordance with Environmental Protection Commission rules.  Lake Keystone and Lake Thonotosassa are ‘managed’ as sovereign submerged lands by the Tampa Port Authority.  There are currently no land use or management guidelines specific to lakes in effect county-wide.  

The environmental quality of lakes in Hillsborough County varies widely, depending in large part on the intensity of human activity, both directly along the shoreline and within the lake's drainage basin (watershed).  For example, although shoreline development around Lake Thonotosassa is not intense, several pollution-producing activities in the watershed have degraded the lake's environmental quality.  Lakes can be affected in different ways by a number of activities.  Draw-downs from wellfield over-pumpage, advanced eutrophication caused by nutrient overloads, often resulting in fish kills, and safety hazards from user conflicts all have some effect.
Lake management objectives must be realistic; lakes must be managed to produce the most feasible mix of multiple uses conducive to maintaining the desired level of environmental quality for any given lake. Generally, it is more economically feasible to maintain a natural resource in its existing state than attempt to restore it from a degraded condition.  Therefore, the County's management objective should be to establish a process wherein a lake’s existing environmental quality can be identified, and performance standards and criteria applied such that beneficial lake functions are maintained and, where feasible, restored.

Some specific management guidelines have been established through the SWFWMD's Surface Water Improvement and Management (SWIM) Plan for Lake Thonotosassa.  The University of Florida's Lakewatch Program has established ambient water quality and other parameters for 30 lakes in northwest Hillsborough.  The SWFWMD has also established regulatory lake levels for many of the county's lakes, but has not developed specific management guidelines for these lakes.  The District has, however, published a lake management technical information booklet.  The County has also established several policies relevant to lakes.  However, despite the amount of information available on some lakes, there is not a significant data base for a vast majority of the county’s lakes, and many lakes are becoming eutrophic at an accelerated rate, with potential for ecosystem collapse.  In order to adequately protect and manage lake resources in the long run, a lake quality data base and monitoring program must be established.  

Objective 6:  The ecological integrity of natural lakes and ponds shall be maintained or improved through the development and implementation of individual subbasin/watershed Stormwater Management Master Plans.

Policy 6.1:

The County shall strive to achieve water quality consistent with Class III (or better) standards for all natural lakes.  (Class III standards provide for the propagation and survival of fish and wildlife and imply good water quality.)
Policy 6.2:

Wetlands associated with lakes shall be maintained and managed for optimum fisheries and other environmental values.
Policy 6.3:

The County, in conjunction with the Environmental Protection Commission, shall condition land use approvals and regulate activities affecting lakes such that the lake will continue to provide the optimum number and types of uses maintaining or improving the lake's existing environmental quality, in accordance with established development standards and regulations.  
Policy 6.4:

Where present, existing natural areas on lake shorelines shall be retained in as natural a state as feasible.  Minimal encroachment for physical access to the water shall be permitted, such that the landowner retains reasonable beneficial use of the property without degrading the lake's existing environmental quality.  Developmental activities should be compatible with the adjacent natural or built environment and sensitive to the need to provide maximum natural/open space proximate to the lake.
Policy 6.5:

A development project's potential impact on a lake's existing environmental quality shall be assessed during the planning and development review process.  Standards ensuring compatibility with maintaining or improving the lake’s existing environmental quality shall be developed and applied.
Policy 6.6:

The County shall prepare and implement individual subbasin/watershed Stormwater Management Master Plans, which shall include:
1.
A lake watch/lake management process by which to identify existing environmental conditions in a representative selection of lakes to use as a base-line for lake quality protection, restoration and management.

2.
Development of a Lake Quality Index for use in identifying the range of different lake conditions and assessing the range of possible management strategies to apply in different situations.

3.
An estimate of the costs of various management options, including an assessment of short and long term fiscal and environmental impacts of various alternatives, and likely funding sources.

4.
A Hillsborough Lake Atlas by which data on lakes is compiled and available at a centralized internet based location.

5.
A strategic plan for effectuating lake management.

Policy 6.7:

Identification of a lake's existing environmental quality shall include an assessment of the following factors:

1.
Water quality;


2.
Associated habitat values, including both submerged and emergent vegetation, where present; and


3.
The character and degree of development along the shoreline and within the 
watershed likely to impact the lake's water quality or habitat values.

Policy 6.8:

Educated citizen involvement will be crucial to the success of any lake ecosystems management effort.  In order to help waterfront property owners manage their lands in ways that are not detrimental to a lake’s environmental quality, the County will develop a technical assistance process designed to provide information regarding the management, hydrology and ecology of lakes.
Policy 6.9:
Hillsborough County, in cooperation with the Southwest Florida Water Management District, shall review the adequacy of current stormwater design standards, including vegetated buffer requirements, in relation to lake water quality and implement changes as necessary.

Policy 6.10: 
The recommendations of the report titled “Hillsborough County Lakes:  Analysis of Local Planning and Regulation” shall be implemented by 2003.
