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Vegetation Monitoring and 

Management Objectives 

• Quantify the areal coverage and spatial distribution 

of the dominant emergent and submersed plant 

communities in Lake Okeechobee 

 

• Improve habitat for fish and wildlife by reducing the 

coverage of exotic and nuisance native plant species  

 

• Evaluate relationships between marsh and nearshore 

habitats, hydrologic conditions, management actions 

and other events 
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Open marsh habitats in Lake Okeechobee are productive.  They support forage and sport 

fish that serve as a critical link in the energy pathway between primary producers and higher 

trophic level consumers (birds, reptiles, humans).  Protecting these habitats is important. 
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In contrast, dense cattail provides poor or no foraging habitat 

for wading birds and snail kites and limited habitat for sport fish 
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A significant effort is being made to 

accurately quantify and spatially define the 

distribution of the dominant emergent 

species in Lake Okeechobee’s marsh 
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In 1973 the area known as 

Moonshine Bay was dominated by 

spikerush (bright green) 
Moonshine Bay 

In 1996 nearly half of the spikerush 

in Moonshine Bay was replaced by 

cattail and water lily 

In 2012 dense stands cattail covered 

most of Moonshine Bay.  Elimination 

of the open spikerush community 

will have a negative impact on fish 

and other wildlife. 
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Currently maps quantifying the distribution of emergent 

species in the marsh are created every 4 to 5 years.  In 

other years sentinel sites consisting of 0.5 km2 or 1.0 km2 

grids are used to monitor changes in the marsh landscape 

that occur in response to hydrologic conditions, 

management actions or other events 
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Once a decision is made to treat cattail,  

boundaries for the treatment area are 

established.  
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Large areas of cattail are treated aerially  
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If field conditions are favorable the dead plant material is burned 4 to 6 months post treatment.   
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Prior to conducting a prescribed burn, impacts of burning on wildlife and 

people are considered – frequency, timing and location are important 
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Burning after a treatment is beneficial because it limits or prevents the 

accumulation of organic sediments (dead vegetation) in the marsh. Burning 

also suppresses the expansion of woody species, reduces hazardous fuel 

loads and can enhance fish, wading bird and other wildlife habitat.  
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In the absence of lightening,  

certified burn managers can  

initiate a prescribed burn  
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Cattail burn south of Cochran’s Pass (2007 Drought) 
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Inundated Cattail Burn – Moonshine Bay Area (11/15) 

Burned Cattail 
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                                           Torpedograss (invasive exotic) 

 
Like cattail, dense monotypic stands of torpedograss provide poor foraging habitat for 

wading birds and snail kites and offer limited habitat for sport fish, alligators and other 

animals.  
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Wading birds foraging in open / 

mixed plant community habitat 

adjacent to torpedograss 
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What’s below the surface? 



S O U T H  F L O R I D A  W A T E R  M A N A G E M E N T  D I S T R I C T  S O U T H  F L O R I D A  W A T E R  M A N A G E M E N T  D I S T R I C T  



S O U T H  F L O R I D A  W A T E R  M A N A G E M E N T  D I S T R I C T  S O U T H  F L O R I D A  W A T E R  M A N A G E M E N T  D I S T R I C T  

Mapping Submerged Aquatic Vegetation (SAV) with Sonar 
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Green = SAV 

White = Transition (low density SAV) 

Purple = Open Water (No SAV) 

Bio-Base Sonar Output  

1 km2 1 km2 

Grid #287  Fisheating Bay - 2013 Grid #287  Fisheating Bay - 2015 
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Questions? 


