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environmental impact
from the Shark Valley
plan, but according to
Gantt, the project remains
several years off.

A HISTORY
OF HIGH WATER
Flooding was an issue

almost from the start in
Shark Valley.
The trail was built in

1946 when Humble Oil
company, now known as
Exxon, decided to drill for
oil in that section of the
Everglades. When Hum-
ble Oil decided the oil
wells were not econom-
ically viable, the trail was
added into the National
Park system. The signa-
ture observation tower at
the trail’s midway point
was built in 1965 as part of
mission 66, which was a
construction program that
added development to
Everglades National Park
for the National Park’s
Service’s 50th anniver-
sary. The park opened the
Shark Valley trail to vis-
itors the following year in
1966.
But just two years later,

flood gates along Tamiami
Trail were opened and the
entirety of Shark Valley
was inundated. This also
caused devastation to the
wildlife. After two and a
half years, the trail debris
was removed and the trail
was repaired.
South Florida’s dry

season is the best time to
visit, roughly from No-
vember to April, when
temperatures tend to be
cooler and water levels
lower in the surrounding
marsh. The summer
months can be up and
down depending on rain-
fall and hurricanes. But
Everglades hydrologists
say peak flooding occurs
in October and November
as the entire wet season’s
outfall collects in the
marsh and slowly flows
south toward Florida Bay.
So complaining that Shark
Valley is too flooded dur-
ing the wet season is a bit
like saying hiking Mount
Rainier in Washington
state is too cold during
winter.
Ricky Ramsingh, a

tram-tour guide at Shark
Valley, said that since
2017, Shark Valley has
been closed only three or
four times. Although
flooding is common, the
trail is still passable most
of the time, and the park
closes entirely only during
severe cases.
Tropical storms and

hurricanes are the wild
card for Shark Valley con-
ditions. In 2017, the park
was closed for three
months after Hurricane
Irma dumped a deluge on
South Florida.
In January 2021, Shark

Valley was reopened after
two months of closure due
to record-high flooding
caused by Hurricane Eta,
which submerged the trail
and parking lot. Michelle
Collier, a hydrologist who
had worked in the Ever-
glades, wrote in an article

published by the National
Park Service in 2020 after
a hurricane about the
water levels being the
highest on record after
rainfall and water-man-
agement restoration.
In May 2023, the park

was closed for 17 days for
the repaving of the
entirety of the tram trail,
parking lot and entrance
road to Shark Valley.
Besides the main loop

trail at Shark Valley, there
are also three walking
trails: The Bobcat Board-
walk near the visitors
center, the Otter Cave
Hammock trail half a mile
from the visitors center
and the Borrow Pit trail
next to the observation
tower. Most of the year,
the Otter Cave Hammock
trail and the Borrow Pit
trail are flooded. During
the dry season the Borrow
Pit trail was completely
submerged. Walkable …
but also a potential gator
pool party.

COMING IMPACT
OF CLIMATE CHANGE
Long-term, climate

change in the form of sea
rise might be the biggest
issue for traversing Shark
Valley. Even bigger than
the gators that sometimes
flop themselves in the
middle of the trail.
Randall Parkinson, a

research associate profes-
sor at the Institute of Envi-
ronment at Florida In-
ternational University,
said he believes it will
require “crazy construc-
tion” to keep Shark Valley
open by 2050.
As surrounding seas

rise, the pressure will also
raise groundwater under
the Everglades and the
rest of South Florida and
the natural gravity-driven
flow of drainage to the
coasts will slow.
“As sea level has risen,

it has reduced the slope of
the groundwater table.
When the slope is de-
creased, it flows more
slowly, and in some loca-
tions it essentially backs
up to cause localized
flooding,” said Parkinson.
“You can imagine there’s
a lot of low-lying places
that will flood in the Ever-
glades with freshwater as
sea level continues to
rise.”
Of course, sea rise will

have more immediate
effect on the Everglades’
coastal wetlands, such as
Flamingo and the Ten
Thousand Islands, but the
ripple effects will be felt
across the inland marshes
as well. Down the road,
freshwater marshes will
turn salty and the entire
ecosystem of the Ever-
glades will undergo rad-
ical changes.
The proof of sea rise can

be seen in tidal gauges,
including one in Key
West. Its record, he said,
shows the average sea rise
was 2.6 millimeters per
year from 1913 until 2022.
“Between 1993 and 2022
it has risen at five and a
half millimeters per year.”

“If you look at the rate
of sea-level rise from
2003 to 2022 in Key West,
it’s almost eight and a half
millimeters,” said Parkin-
son. “This is a phenom-
enal acceleration in sea-
level rise that is caused by
climate change and un-
likely to stop in our life-
time.”
Shark Valley patrons

have learned to adjust to
flooding. Last October,
Aitor Echeverria, a fre-
quent Shark Valley visitor,
took his bike to the park.
After reaching the ob-

servation tower and re-
turning down the winding
path on the east side,
Echeverria said he en-
countered water up to his
ankles and had to walk his
bike five miles. All in all,
though, it was still a great
experience in the wilds of
the Glades.
“I felt adventurous,”

said Echeverria. “It was
refreshing. It’s a hot day
and then you have water
to wade through.”

IF YOU GO
With the wet season

ending in the next couple
of months, park spokes-

person Gantt said activ-
ities will begin to ramp up,
with more details coming

in October.
“Starting in January,

we’ll have more night
programs, slough slogs,
which are the wet hikes,
where you walk off trail,
bike tours and they are
also planning a new be-
hind the scenes van tour
that’ll be about Everglades
restoration along Tamiami
Trail,” she said.
Here are some tips for

visiting Shark Valley:
AArrive early: During

the dry winter, the parking
lot can fill quickly, mean-
ing long waits at the en-
trance or parking along
Tamiami Trail; doing so
can result in tickets. Arriv-
ing at or before 9 a.m.
when the park opens is the
safest bet to secure a spot
or getting through the gate
at all — particularly on
weekends.

APrep for sun, bugs:

There is little shade on the
trail and, depending on
the season, a lot of insects.
Dress for the conditions
and pack repellent and
sunscreen.

AHydrate: You’re sur-
rounded by watery marsh
along the 15-mile trail but
there are no water foun-
tains along the route.
There is one at the obser-
vation tower, but it has
long been out of service.
The National Park Service
suggests one gallon of
water per person.

ACheck for flooding:
The visitor center is open
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. To
find out how flooded the
trail is and for more in-
formation on activities,
the visitor center can be
reached at: 305-221-8776.
The park address is
36000 SW 8th St, Miami,
FL 33194.
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Flooded patches of the west side of the Shark Valley trail can be seen from the observation tower on Sept. 10.
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Bethany Richey drives a tram during a tour along the
flooded east side of the Shark Valley trail on Sept. 10.
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