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BLAIR WICKSTROM
BOARD PRSIDENT

VOTEWATER MATTERS, NOW MORE THAN EVER
IF THERE EVER WAS A QUESTION regarding the need for an organization to 
fight corruption in Florida politics while trying to end the systemic pollution 
and mismanagement of our waterways, it was answered when the Florida 
legislature began committee meetings in late 2021.

With few meaningful legislative proposals being discussed it was 
clear our state’s water wasn’t going to get much help in the up-
coming session.  What we didn’t know at the time was how much 
worse it was going to get.

A late session bill, Senate Bill 2508, created specifically in a way 
and place to avoid public comment, all but cemented the need 
and purpose for VoteWater, a 501(c)(4) organization. Lawmakers 
representing people from districts across the state, including 
constituents who saw record manatee deaths in 2021 due to 
starvation and who saw one of the largest fish kills ever in Tampa 

Bay, collectively sat by and defended the bill. 

Fortunately, thousands of citizens responded almost immediately to SB 
2508. In the end the bill was amended, but it sent a clear message that 
those in Tallahassee may be closer to polluters than the people of their 
districts.

VoteWater’s mission is more important now than ever. With rising sea levels, 
increased populations and an unprecedented need for water conservation, 
we can’t wait any longer for someone else to fix the problem.

VoteWater serves as the voice and conscience of 22 million Floridians who 
recognize the importance of clean water to marine life, human life, and 
economic vitality. VoteWater is the only major 501(c)(4) nonprofit in Florida 
dedicated to voter engagement on water quality. This means our overarching 
objective is to benefit the wellbeing of society by advancing our mission of 
improving water quality outcomes through voter education, policy guidance 
and regulatory advocacy.

VoteWater is a nonpartisan organization and does not directly support a spe-
cific political party.  During election years we’re going to support those who 
prioritize clean water policies with our voter guides. But every year we want 
to be the voice in the ear of every local, county, state and federal elected 
official reminding them their decisions regarding water are being watched.  
And that they will be held accountable.

Clean water is a right that must be preserved for every citizen. Floridians 
deserve the freedom to enjoy the outdoors in an environmentally safe and 
sustainable manner.

Thanks to all of the supporters around the state making VoteWater matter.

TO FIGHT POLITICAL  
CORRUPTION IN FLORIDA  
BY GALVANIZING  
PUBLIC RESOLVE TO  
END THE SYSTEMIC  
POLLUTION AND  
MISMANAGEMENT  
OF OUR WATERWAYS.

MISSION STATEMENT
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WHEN MY FAMILY and I came to Florida in 2016, we thought we were 
moving to paradise.

But discharges from Lake Okeechobee decimated the St. Lucie estuary 
our first summer here, with guacamole-thick blue-green algae keeping 

us away from the water — and posing a threat to marine and 
even human life.

I thought: This is paradise?

The news since then hasn’t been much better. Florida’s west 
coast endured a persistent and terrible red tide, fed in part 
by discharges from the old Piney Point phosphate plant. In 
2021 Florida set a record for manatee deaths as the loss of 
seagrass deprived them of food and habitat.

Our iconic springs are in decline; water bodies across the 
state are threatened by rising nutrient levels.

It’s a crisis; it’s a moral tragedy.

But given the clout wielded by Big Sugar and other special interests, it 
was inevitable.

The systemic pollution and mismanagement of our waterways is a direct 
result of this undue influence. It’s a political problem, requiring a political 
solution: Vote Water.

In 2021 we changed our name, but our mission remains the same. We’ll 
produce our 2022 voter guides to help Floridians identify candidates 
who’ll stand up to special interests, reject their campaign cash and 
demand accountability.

We’ll conduct deep-dive investigations as we “follow the money” and 
track how those special interests cloak their political giving and acquire 
influence on the sly.

We’ll oppose bad policies and push for better ones via our growing 
social media base. And we’ll leverage our strategic partnership with our 
501(c)3 ally Friends of the Everglades to inform and broaden our efforts 
on behalf of clean water statewide.

We can’t do this alone; your support is key. And I hope we can continue 
to count on your help as we step up our efforts in 2022.

This isn’t going to be easy.

But paradise is worth fighting for.
SMART CHOICE FOR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Gil Smart, a veteran journalist and Policy Director for our sister organization Friends of the 
Everglades since March 2021, was named VoteWater’s Executive Director in December. His 
experience will help VoteWater take a deeper dive on complex issues and become more 
effective at communicating and advocating for our goals.

REBRAND  
AND  
RELAUNCH

CLEAN WATER IS A MORAL CAUSE

GIL SMART
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Times change and 
so did we in 2021, 
as we transitioned 
from Bullsugar.org 
to VoteWater. The 
switch generated a 
tremendous amount 
of positive feedback 
and positioned us to 
become a respected 
advocate for cleaner 
water statewide. In 
conjunction with the 
rebranding we devel-
oped a new, cleaner 
website, with more 
frequent updates - 
and we hired a new 
Executive Director.

OUR ACHIVEMENTS

VoteWater.org
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There are no other  
Everglades in the world. They are, they  
have always been, one of the unique 

regions of the earth; remote, never wholly 
known. Nothing anywhere else is  

like them…”
 Marjory Stoneman Douglas, 

The Everglades: River of Grass

“

STRENGTHENING ALLIANCES
SINCE FORMING A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP IN 2019, VoteWater and Friends of 
the Everglades have complemented each other’s efforts. With Friends experiencing rapid 
growth, VoteWater’s extensive online network helped disseminate the group’s message 
even further, bringing thousands of additional eyes to Friends’ legislative analysis, direct 
action alerts and virtual conversations. Friends, a 501(c)(3) founded by Everglades icon 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas in 1969, focuses on policy and advocacy. VoteWater, as a 
501(c)(4), can participate in voter engagement activities, such as our voter guides. Where 
the organizations can work together, they can generate greater awareness, communicate 
effective solutions - and ultimately, move the needle.

VITAL,  
ORIGINAL  
CONTENT

Via our newsletter and  
website, we take deep dives 

into complex issues, analyzing  
legislative proposals, scrutiniz-
ing corporate campaign contri-
butions to elected officials and 
tracking the impact of harmful 
algal blooms on our communi-

ties and human health. 

VOTER GUIDES
But while 2021 was a year of change, 
some things remain the same. In late 
2021 we began preparing to again 
produce our voter guides for the 2022 
primary and general election, identifying 
the best clean-water candidates via 
questionnaires, voting records, personal 
interviews, public statements and cam-
paign contributions.

GROWING  
SOCIAL MEDIA  

MOVEMENT
With more than 300,000 followers across 
various platforms, we communicate news 

and viewpoints on Florida’s imperiled 
waters to a highly engaged audience 
every day, spreading the word - and 

encouraging activism.

VoteWater.org
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THE CHALLENGES AHEAD

RECORD MANATEE 
DEATHS LIKELY TO 
CONTINUE 
Manatee deaths across Florida 
topped 1,100 in 2021, an all-time 
high, and early indications are 
the trend will continue in 2022. 
Wildlife officials began feeding 
them romaine lettuce, with some 
success; but until pollution is 
stopped at its source, water  
quality improves and the  
seagrasses return, the die-off  
is likely to continue.

LOSOM AND  
LEGISLATION
The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers’ work on the new 
Lake Okeechobee System 
Operating Manual continues, 
even as legislative attempts at 
an end-run around the process 
threaten to undo three years of 
work towards a more equitable 
plan. Federal and state officials 
continue to haggle over details 
regarding lake levels, as the 
ecological health of the northern 
estuaries, and the lake itself,  
hang in the balance.

CLIMATE CHANGE  
IS MAKING  
PROBLEMS WORSE
Even as Florida legislators craft-
ed plans to make Florida more 
resilient in the face of climate 
change, they failed to include 
measures that might slow or 
even stop the warming that’s 
driving higher sea levels and 
worsening outbreaks of harmful 
algal blooms across the state. 

PINEY POINT SOLUTION  
STILL YEARS AWAY
The March 2021 leak at the old 
phosphate plant in Manatee  
County dumped more than 200 
million gallons of nutrient-laden 
water into Tampa Bay, fueling the 
red tide bloom and contributing 
to nearby fish kills. It could be 
until 2024 until the plant is finally 
closed, as crews still must drain 
hundreds of millions of gallons of 
additional contaminated  
wastewater from the site.
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EXPENDITURES
 AMOUNT PERCENTAGE

Education and Outreach $20,708.00 31%
Public Affairs $6,329.00 10%
Administration $30,031.00 45%
Fundraising $4,187.00 6%
Membership $4,763.00 7%
Total $66,018.00 

SUPPORT
 AMOUNT PERCENTAGE

Individuals $40,203.00 38%
Trusts/Foundations $6,500.00 6%
Membership $13,347.00 12%
Marketing Data $46,992.00 44%
Total $107,042.00 
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900 SE FEDERAL HWY. 

SUITE 325, STUART FL 34994

BOARD OF DIRECTORS:
BLAIR WICKSTROM
President

WIL REVEHL
Vice President

RICHARD TROTTA
Treasurer

GARY OSTER
Secretary

Philip Kushlan

Ray Judah

Robert L. Lord, Jr.

Carl Bettinger

Todd Thurlow

“It’s just the 
shameless  
and influenced  
officials who don’t 
get it, or pretend 
not to see the  
nastiness before 
their very eyes.”
—Karl Wickstrom

38+6+12+4444%
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12% 6% Photo By John Moran
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“With rising sea levels, increased populations 
and an unprecedented need for water  

conservation, we can’t wait any longer for 
someone else to fix the problem.”

—Blair Wickstrom, VoteWater President


