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Governing Board Approval: June 25, 2024

Background

The Homosassa River is a first-magnitude spring system located in Citrus County and was
designated as a Priority Water Body in 2014. The Surface Water Improvement and Management
(SWIM) Act of 1987 directed the State’s water management districts to “design and implement
plans and programs for the improvement and management of surface water” (Section 373.451
F.S.). The most recent SWIM Plan for the Homosassa River was developed in the framework of
the Springs Coast Steering Committee (SCSC), the Springs Coast Management Committee
(SCMC), and the Technical Working Group (TWG) before its adoption in 2017. This SWIM Plan
includes numeric targets called quantifiable objectives that can be used to develop and prioritize
management actions and projects.

SWIM Plans are living documents created with adaptive management at their core. As such, plans
will be revised periodically, including reviewing the quantifiable objectives. The Springs Coast
Committees review the status of the quantifiable objectives for each of the five first-magnitude
spring systems annually. In 2020, the SCMC tasked the TWG to reevaluate the quantifiable
objectives to identify potential refinements utilizing the newest science and data available. These
interim refinements are specific to this portion of the SWIM Plan, with a full SWIM Plan update
occurring at a later date. The refinements to these quantifiable objectives will facilitate
understanding of short- and long-term drivers to support response to changes occurring within
this system.

The Homosassa TWG was called to reconvene in February and March 2023 to determine if the
quantifiable objectives in the 2017 Homosassa River SWIM Plan, specifically those in the water
quality and natural systems focus areas, were still suitable through detailed review of current data
and discussion of current issues and drivers present in the system. The TWG reviewed water
quality and submerged aquatic vegetation data collected by the District as part of their
discussions. Water quality data is available through the District’'s Environmental Data Portal.
Submerged aquatic vegetation data can be requested by emailing
SpringsTeam@WaterMatters.org. Highlights of these discussions were brought to the
Management and Steering Committees for their review at their publicly noticed meetings. The
SCSC took action at their public meeting on July 26, 2023, to refine the quantifiable objectives
based on the recommendations from the SCMC, also reviewed over two public meetings, and
vetted through discussions from the TWG. The Quantifiable Objective Refinements section details
these actions.

In alignment with Section 373.453, Florida Statutes (F.S.), public hearings in the northern region
were held during the publicly noticed Springs Coast Committee meetings and the public workshop
held on October 18, 2023. Going above and beyond these requirements, the District utilized the
Environmental Advisory Committee to review these refinements at their October 10, 2023 meeting
prior to review by the District’'s Governing Board on January 23, 2024 for approval to submit to
agencies and appropriate local governments. Following this review process in accordance with
F.S. 373.453, comments were incorporated prior to the Governing Board’s approval for
submission to FDEP on June 25, 2024.

This memo serves to amend the quantifiable objectives as noted hereafter in the SWIM Plan.


mailto:SpringsTeam@WaterMatters.org

Quantifiable Objective Refinements

The Minimum Flows and Levels (MFLs) for the Homosassa were established in 2013, although
at the time of this SWIM Plan establishment this MFL was scheduled to be re-evaluated. The re-
evaluation took place in 2019 and set the adopted MFL that is referenced in these Quantifiable
Objective refinements. Based on this adopted MFL, the SCSC has included a target of >95%
natural flow for the minimum flows quantifiable objective target.

To better capture changes occurring throughout the river, the water clarity and submerged aquatic
vegetation (SAV) targets will be presented as different portions (see Figure 1). Previously, the
targets for water clarity were calculated as an annual average of four sampling stations for the
river wide target and an annual average from one sampling station near the headsprings for the
headsprings target. The river wide target is redefined to the “middle portion of the river” to capture
changes occurring at the freshwater-saltwater interface within the river (see Figure 1A). The SAV
targets were previously calculated as averages of the 26 SAV mapping transects. The desirable
and invasive SAV targets are redefined into the tidal freshwater habitat, transition zone, and
estuarine zone based on data analysis presented to the Springs Coast Committees, and will be
calculated by transects 0.5-3, transects 3.5-5.5, and transects 6-10.5 respectively (see Figure
1B).

Homosassa
River HVD.5
\ / B Homosassa
1 Horne=sd N River HVO
| mosassa o
\ River HV1 N

Homosassa

. Rivervs  f A Sampling Sites

Homosassa River
Halls River




Transition
Zone

Transect Sites
Homosassa River
Halls River

Figure 1: Sampling locations for (A) water clarity and (B) submerged aquatic vegetation the Homosassa
River.

Water clarity is influenced by numerous factors and localized conditions including rainfall,
suspended solids, and color. As a result, we see a lot of variability with this parameter. Due to
these influences, water clarity was redefined as an indicator and will be monitored until a threshold
is surpassed. The thresholds were established based on a reference period selected by the
committees. The thresholds were derived by using the 2006-2021 averages of the headsprings
and middle sampling locations. If surpassed, the SCMC may determine what next steps, if any,
are warranted.

Additional data collection on a more frequent basis that occurred after the SWIM Plan
establishment in 2017 exposed trends within the SAV community that are unique to the
Homosassa River. Based on this data analysis, the desirable SAV targets for each river region
were redefined using a stretch goal derived from the max summer coverage and adding 5% to
set the targets for each river region. The current desirable SAV targets are as follows: >40%
coverage of desirable SAV in the tidal freshwater habitat, >25% coverage of desirable SAV in the
transition zone, and >10% coverage of desirable SAV in the estuarine zone.

Based on these discussions, the SCSC and SCMC have approved refinements to the quantifiable
objectives, shown in Table 1. These refinements include the following: updating the minimum
flows target as adopted; defining water clarity as evaluated as headsprings and middle portions;
redefining water clarity as an indicator; defining the SAV targets as evaluated as tidal freshwater
habitat, transition zone, and estuarine zone; and redefining the desirable submerged aquatic
vegetation targets.



Table 1: Indicators and Quantifiable Objectives

Indicators
Water clarity Threshold
Near the headspring 40 ft
Middle portion of river 11 ft

Quantifiable Objectives

Water quality Target
Nitrate concentration in the springs <0.23 mg/L
Water quantity

Minimum flows for the springs and river > 95% natural flow

Natural systems

Coverage of desirable submerged aquatic vegetation in the tidal freshwater > 40%
habitat.

Coverage of desirable submerged aquatic vegetation in the transition zone. >25%
Coverage of desirable submerged aquatic vegetation in the estuarine zone. > 10%
Coverage of invasive aquatic vegetation in the tidal freshwater habitat, < 10%

transition zone, and estuarine zone.

No net loss of shoreline in natural condition along the river. No net loss.
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Springs Coast Steering Committee Members

Each spring system in the Springs Coast region is a unique, complex system with different sets of
challenges. To address these issues, the Springs Coast Steering Committee (SCSC) was formed of
local, regional and state agencies. The first goal of the SCSC is to develop management plans tailored
for each spring system to identify issues, objectives, projects and responsibilities. This document

serves as satisfaction of that first goal for the Homosassa River.

The Southwest Florida Water Management District (District) does not discriminate on the basis of disability. This
nondiscrimination policy involves every aspect of the District’s functions, including access to and participation in the
District’s programs and activities. Anyone requiring reasonable accommodation as provided for in the Americans
with Disabilities Act should contact the District’s Human Resources Bureau Chief, 2379 Broad Street, Brooksville, FL
34604-6899; telephone (352) 796-7211 or 1-800-423-1476 (FL only), ext. 4703; or email
ADACoordinator@WaterMatters.org. If you are hearing or speech impaired, please contact the agency using the

Florida Relay Service, 1-800-955-8771 (TDD) or 1-800-955-8770 (Voice).
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Executive Summary

The Homosassa River is located in western Citrus County approximately one mile west of the town of
Homosassa Springs on U.S. Highway 19. The Homosassa River originates in the Homosassa Main
Springs Pool in the Ellie Schiller Homosassa Springs Wildlife State Park and flows eight miles to the Gulf
of Mexico. Over the past hundred years, the spring and river have experienced significant ecological

shifts, caused by both natural variability and human activities.

In 1987 the Florida Legislature created the Surface Water Improvement and Management (SWIM) Act
to protect, restore, and maintain Florida’s highly threatened surface water bodies. Under this act, the
state’s five water management districts identify a list of priority water bodies within their authority and
implement plans to improve them. In January 2014 the Governing Board of the Southwest Florida Water
Management District (SWFWMD) approved the inclusion of the Homosassa River as a SWIM Priority
Water body. This plan is the first SWIM plan for this system and within the framework of the Springs
Coast Steering Committee (SCSC), Springs Coast Management Committee (SCMC), and Technical
Working Group (TWG), takes a much broader approach than traditional SWIM plans by identifying
management actions and projects from a wide variety of stakeholders. It is only through this consensus-
building process that the Homosassa River can adequately be protected and restored for generations
to come. Recognizing that one entity alone cannot do it all, the most important element of this plan is

the consensus and partnerships that came together and made this plan a reality.

This SWIM plan lays out a restoration and management strategy for the Homosassa River. It is a road
map, a living document with adaptive management at its core. As such, this document will be revised
periodically to assess overall progress in meeting quantifiable objectives. The goal of this plan is to
identify and implement management actions and projects that address the major issues facing the
Homosassa River, and to restore, maintain, and preserve the ecological balance of the system. The
primary issues facing this system as identified in this plan are:

Nitrate Enrichment

Changing Salinity

Potential Decrease in Historical Flows
Altered Aquatic Vegetation

To address these issues and their drivers, this plan presents several management actions and specific
projects supporting those management actions that fall within one of three focus areas:

e  Water Quality
e  Water Quantity
o Natural Systems (Habitat)
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The Homosassa River SWIM plan includes numeric targets called quantifiable objectives. If these
objectives are achieved, the expected result is a healthy spring ecosystem. These are long term goals
that are being used to develop and prioritize management actions and projects, thus promoting
effective and efficient resource management. Table 1 describes the quantifiable objectives for each of

the three focus areas: water quality, water quantity, and natural systems.

Table 1: Quantifiable Objectives

Water Quality Target

Water clarity — river average >20 feet

Water clarity — near the headspring >40 feet!

Nitrate concentration in the river <0.23 mg/1L?

Water Quantity

Minimum flow for the river system >97% naatural
flow

Natural Systems

Coverage of desirable benthic habitat (SAV, oysters, etc.) in the river >65%*
Coverage of invasive aquatic vegetation (including filamentous algae) in the river <10%*
No net loss of shoreline in natural condition along the river No net loss

! Based on data presented in Figure 17

2 Bridger et al. 2014 — Nutrient TMDLs for Homosassa-Trotter-Pumphouse Springs Group, Bluebird
Springs, and Hidden River Springs (WBIDs 1345G, 1348A, and 1348E)

SSWFWMD 2012 -Recommended Minimum Flows and Levels for the Homosassa River System

¢Based on data presented in Figure 23

To achieve these quantifiable objectives, the SCSC has identified numerous management actions
categorized under three broad focus areas of Water Quality, Water Quantity, and Natural Systems.
Further, the SCSC has identified 48 ongoing and 34 proposed projects that meet one or more
management actions. Of the 34 proposed projects, the SCSC identified 21 proposed priority projects
that are included in the body of this plan with the remaining 13 listed in Appendix F.
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The water quality management actions and projects are primarily focused on reducing nitrogen from
the sources identified by FDEP during the BMAP process. The SCSC recognizes that Septic Tanks,
Urban/Residential Fertilizer, and Agricultural Operations are the priority water quality
management action categories for the Homosassa River. This SWIM plan includes 14 ongoing and 6

proposed priority projects to address water quality issues in the Homosassa River (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Water Quality Projects by Management Action Category
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The water quantity management actions and projects are intended to protect and maintain flow in the
springs that feed the Homosassa River. The SCSC recognizes that Conservation and Minimum Flows
and Levels are the priority water quantity management action categories for the Homosassa River. This

SWIM plan includes 26 ongoing and 7 proposed priority projects to address water quantity (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Water Quantity Projects by Management Action Category
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The natural systems management actions and projects are focused directly on the restoration and
protection of the diverse fish and wildlife habitat of the Homosassa River. The SCSC recognizes that
Monitoring and Research and Habitat Restoration are the priority natural systems management
action categories for the Homosassa River. The SWIM plan includes 8 ongoing and 8 proposed priority

projects to address natural systems issues (Figure 3).

Natural Systems

Ongoing Projects Proposed Priority Projects

Projects

Figure 3: Natural Systems Projects by Management Action Category
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Introduction

The Springs Coast

While recognizing the need to manage all springs, priority is placed on the five first-magnitude spring
groups: Rainbow, Crystal River/Kings Bay, Homosassa, Chassahowitzka, and Weeki Wachee (Figure
4). These spring groups are located in an area known as the Springs Coast and collectively discharge

more than 800 million gallons per day.

Springsheds
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Figure 4: SWFWMD Major Springsheds
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The source of
spring discharge
for the Homosassa
River is from
groundwater in the
aquifer, which is
replenished by
seasonal rainfall
that soaks into the
ground. Another
source of water to
the river is surface
water flow within
the area known as
the watershed. The
area of land that
contributes rainfall
to a spring is
referredto as a
springshed, which
extends much
farther than just the
land immediately
surrounding a
spring. Unlike
watershed
boundaries,
springshed

boundaries are mostly
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Figure 5: Homosassa Watershed and Springshed Boundaries

defined from maps of the potentiometric surface of the Upper Floridan aquifer (UFA) and can shift

slightly from year to year based on rainfall patterns and aquifer levels.

The planning boundary for the Homosassa River encompasses both the surface watershed as defined
by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) and the much larger springshed as defined by the
Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWNMD) (Figure 5). Both areas must be considered

when evaluating an effective plan for impacts to the system since both areas have direct impacts to the

spring system.
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Springs Coast Steering & Management Committees

Each spring system in the Springs Coast region is a unique, complex system with different sets of
challenges, so each one will require different management techniques. In August 2014, the SWFWMD
along with local, regional and state agencies formed the Springs Coast Steering Committee (SCSC).

The members of this committee are listed in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Members of the Springs Coast Steering Committee

Organization Representative | Title

City of Crystal River | Robert Holmes | City Council Member

Citrus County Scott Carnahan | County Commissioner

Hernando County Nick Nicholson | County Commissioner

Marion County Kathy Bryant County Commissioner

Pasco County Ron Oakley County Commissioner

FDEP Tom Frick Environmental Assessment and Restoration Division, Director
FFWCC Shannon Wright | Northeast Regional Director

FDACS Ray Scott Office of Agricultural Water Policy, Director

SWFWMD Kelly Rice Governing Board Member, Chair

*Citrus County Commissioner Dennis Damato contributed to the development of this plan.
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To assist in the effort, the SCSC created the Springs Coast Management Committee (SCMC) to review
technical data and make recommendations to the SCSC. The SCMC is composed of representatives
from the founding organizations of the SCSC, along with other involved stakeholder groups. The
members of this committee are listed in the table below:

Table 3: Members of the Springs Coast Management Committee

Organization/Interest
City of Crystal River
Citrus County
Hernando County
Pasco County

Marion County

FDEP

FFWCC

FDACS
SWFWMD

Agriculture

Public Supply

Environmental

Regional Planning Council

Industry

Academia

State Parks

Representative
Dave Burnell
Ken Cheek
Alys Brockway
Flip Mellinger
Tracy Straub
Rick Hicks

Kevin Kemp

Katie Hallas

Michael Molligan

Curt Williams

Richard Owen

Charles Lee

Heather Young
David Bruzek
Dr. Mahmood
Nachabe

Rick Owen

Title

City Manager

Director of Water Resources

Water Resource Manager

Assistant County Administrator, Utilities
Utilities Director

Professional Geologist

Biologist

Environmental Administrator, Office of
Agricultural Water Policy

Public Affairs Assistant Bureau Chief

Florida Farm Bureau, Assistant Director of
Government Affairs
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The Springs Coast Steering and Management Committee’s mission is to build consensus and
partnerships to restore and protect our Springs Coast through effective implementation of system-
specific, scientifically sound, and community-based management plans. Modeled after the National
Estuary Programs (NEP), like Tampa Bay, the first goal of the SCSC is to develop Comprehensive
Conservation and Management Plans tailored for each of the five first-magnitude spring systems

(Rainbow River, Crystal River/Kings Bay, Homosassa River, Chassahowitzka River, and Weeki Wachee
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River). These plans will be living documents identifying issues, solutions, costs and responsibilities to

ensure the region’s long-term sustainability.

Springs Coast Technical Working Group

To further assist the SCSC, the Technical Working Group (TWG) was assembled, and is an informal
group of stakeholders whose primary charge is to engage at the technical level to develop the
management plans. The TWG consists of members from federal, state, regional, and local
governments, private industry, academia, and non-governmental organizations (see Appendix A for

participant list).

The SCSC and SCMC requested the TWG focus on three key elements: Water Quality, Water Quantity,
and Natural Systems. While these are interdependent, for the purpose of writing the management

plans, each of these elements was considered individually.

The SWIM Act & SWIM Priority Water Bodies

In recognition of the need to place additional emphasis on the restoration, protection, and management
of the surface water resources of Florida, the Florida Legislature, through the Surface Water
Improvement and Management (SWIM) Act of 1987, directed the state's water management districts to
"design and implement plans and programs for the improvement and management of surface water"
(Section 373.451, Florida Statutes). The SWIM legislation requires the water management districts to
protect the ecological, aesthetic, recreational, and economic value of the state's surface water bodies,
keeping in mind that water quality degradation is frequently caused by point and non-point source

pollution, and that degraded water quality can cause both direct and indirect losses of habitats.

Under the act, water management districts identify waterbodies for inclusion into the SWIM program
based on their regional significance and their need for protection and/or restoration. This process is
carried out in cooperation with the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP), the Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FFWCC or FWC), the Florida Department of Agriculture
and Consumer Services (FDACS) and local governments. The Homosassa River was named a SWIM

priority water body in 2014.

In accordance with the SWIM act, once a water body is selected, a SWIM plan must be adopted by the
water management district’s governing board and approved by the FDEP. Before the SWIM plan can
be adopted, it must undergo a review process involving the required state agencies. The purpose of
this Homosassa River SWIM plan is to set forth a course of action by identifying the quantity, scope, and

required effort of projects appropriate for the system, while considering the levels of funding.
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What Makes a Healthy Spring?

WATER QUALITY
FISH AND WILDLIFE HABITAT

FLOW AND DISCHARGE

There are three attributes that are common to a healthy river and the springs that feed it and can be
used to assess their condition: water quality, flow and discharge (water quantity), and fish and wildlife

habitat (natural systems).

The quality of water is a key attribute of the ecology and
aesthetics of the river, especially with regard to clarity, n