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Scramble for a loose kayak
Photograph by Carlton Ward Jr., carltonward.com

Fire warms the expedition team and colors a canopy of pines above a riverside campsite in Apalachicola National Forest, which at three times the size of Pinellas County is the largest national forest 
in Florida and an essential hub for the wildlife corridor. The team paddled  for five days downstream to Apalachicola Bay, which has been deprived of freshwater kept by Georgia as Atlanta has grown.  

Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition   |   ’Glades to Gulf, Week 7

Editor’s note: The three members of the second Florida 
Wildlife Corridor Expedition are filing weekly dispatches 
of their 1,000-mile, 10-week journey to highlight the value of 
keeping an open pathway through the state for wildlife. Here 
is the story of the seventh week. 

BY JOE GUTHRIE

H ard weather came down on our expedition as we 
made our way down the Apalachicola. On our 
third night on the big river we pulled out of the 
current and beached our kayaks on a windswept 

sandbar. The sun disappeared from view across the river, but 
pink fingers of light rippled across the horizon, shining for a 
few moments off a bank of clouds. This was the first color in 
the sky in three days. We built a fire between some willows 
and arranged our tents to block the northwest wind.

 The Apalachicola in winter is difficult to put into words, 
but every day on the river revealed something interesting. 
One day I took a side channel into the mouth of a creek lined 
with huge cypress and Ogeechee tupelo trees, bulging, moss-
coated trunks anchored in the narrow backwater. Near-
ing the town of Wewahitchka, we turned west into the Dead 
Lakes, drifting among thousands of cypress snags.

The wind whipped across the lake, but the sky had cleared 
behind the earlier front. As the sun again sank, distinct 
wedges of gray, blue and pink lay behind the silhouetted 
trunks of the dead cypress, and the dusk took on a kind of 
rawboned elegance.

Despite the beauty in 
each day, our exposure to 
the elements means we 
have to be always aware 
of the risks. Scrambling 
around on muddy river 
banks I was certain that 
the wind and current 
and my awkwardness 
getting in and out of my 
kayak would rob me of 
a camera or my GPS or 
send me sliding into the 
frigid water. I was nearly proved right one day.

Trailing far behind the group, I stopped to photograph 
derelict wooden barge pilings near the river’s west bank. 
Pulling into an eddy, I wedged my boat into a driftwood 
tree just off the bank and climbed out onto the fallen trunk. 
As I was arranging my camera a sudden crosswind sliced 
across the river. I watched in horror as my boat with every bit 
of my gear was blown off the tree and upstream, against the 
current. In my haste I’d forgotten to tie it off.

The water was too deep to step off in, and I was afraid of 
being swept off if I tried to swim. Gripping the strap of my 
camera in my teeth to keep it from flopping, I scrambled des-
perately along the trunk of the large tree, paralleling my drift-
ing kayak, still out of reach. As I neared the base of the tree 
trunk the kayak came just within an arm’s length and I was 

able to snatch it before another wind gust 
could send it out into the channel and 
away to the Gulf of Mexico. Such a care-
less error could’ve left me marooned and 
at Mother Nature’s mercy.

Our trip culminated in the town of 
Apalachicola, paddling the final 3 miles 
hard into a southeast wind blowing off the 
gulf.  Looking over St. Vincent Sound, we 
sensed the confluence of the river and the 
gulf. We’d paddled and hiked for 16 days 
to arrive there, connecting state (Tate’s 
Hell) and national forests (Apalachicola), 
two significant Gulf Coast federal wildlife 
refuges (St. Marks and St. Vincent) and 
Florida’s largest (by volume) river.  The 
existence and scale of the reserves that 
protect these waterways is impressive, 

especially once they’re experienced on foot or through days 
of paddling. Each of these places are bound to the next, and 
the rivers tie everything together.

Follow their progress here in Perspective, at FloridaWildlifeCorridor.
org, wusfnews.wusf.usf.edu/term/florida-wildlife-
corridor-expedition and on social media: Facebook.com/
FloridaWildlifeCorridor; Instagram: @FL_WildCorridor; Twitter: 
@FL_WildCorridor. Follow Ward’s photography at Instagram.com/
CarltonWard and Facebook.com/CarltonWardPhotography.
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“He stays on message. He survives malaprop-
isms. He survives staff problems. He survives fis-
cal issues because the guy just has a laser focus,” 
said Sen. Don Gaetz, R-Niceville. “This guy has 
proven that he’s a survivor of whatever people 
can throw at him.” Scott remains the most pow-
erful one in the room. He has sole control of the 
line-item budget veto that gives him power to 
turn any legislator’s wish list to dust.

“It’s ludicrous to suggest the guy is a lame 
duck,” said Sen. Jeff Clemens, a Palm Beach 
County Democrat. “The governor still has plenty 
of juice.”

The mess that engulfed Scott was entirely self-
inflicted. Eager to rearrange the deck chairs in 
Tallahassee, he and his chief of staff, Melissa Sell-
ers, orchestrated the abrupt dismissal of Gerald 
Bailey, the highly regarded commissioner of the 
Florida Department of Law Enforcement, with 
no explanation or vote. Their coup reinforced an 
image of Scott as the former hospital executive, a 
heavy-handed CEO shoving an employee out the 
door to make way for a favored successor.

It backfired badly.
Bailey did not work only for Scott; he had three 

other bosses, elected Cabinet members who 
belatedly questioned Bailey’s ouster and whose 
awkward attempts to extricate themselves from 
the fiasco made matters worse. The four officials 
are now tiptoeing into uncharted waters as they 
seek a consensus on new standards for evaluat-
ing, hiring and firing agency heads.

Under fire from Cabinet members, Scott also 
was the target of savage editorial cartoons in 
state newspapers, an ethics complaint and a law-
suit by media outlets, including the Tampa Bay 
Times, accusing all four officials of skirting the 
Sunshine Law by avoiding a vote on Bailey’s fate.

In a scripted show of contrition in Tampa 
three weeks ago, Scott acknowledged that he 
“could have handled it better,” but refused to say 
how. Unanswered questions about the Bailey 
fiasco linger as he prepares to open the 2015 ses-
sion Tuesday with his annual State of the State 
address to the Legislature with a call for more 
money for schools and the environment and cut-
ting taxes.

This should be a moment of triumph for Scott. 
He should have a commanding presence in the 
Capitol, joining Jeb Bush as the only Republican 
governors in Florida history to win back-to-back 
terms.

The state’s economy is still on the upswing and 
polls show voters are in a good mood, but Scott 
appears hobbled by what social media calls “Bai-
leygate,” which has raised new questions about 
his ability to govern.

When a governor looks vulnerable, legislators 
are more likely to push him around. Scott also 
has a brief window of opportunity because oth-
ers are already jockeying for political position in 
advance of the next race for governor in 2018.

One of those contenders, Agriculture Com-
missioner Adam Putnam, has already outma-
neuvered Scott on the issue of how Florida regu-
lates and protects its water. A bill Putnam favors 
would shift some water regulations to his agency 
at the expense of a state environmental agency 
under Scott’s control.

And in a capital where personal relationships 
are paramount, Scott’s most powerful aide, chief 
of staff Sellers, is still virtually unknown. At a 
reception at the Governor’s Club attended by 
Scott and a cadre of advisers, a Republican leg-
islator could be overheard whispering: “Which 
one’s Melissa?”

Scott is finding that the times are very differ-
ent from a year ago.

He could face resistance from a Republican 
Legislature that was eager to placate him last 
year because his re-election prospects seemed 
dim and the alternative was too scary to con-
template: Crist, a former Republican governor 
turned Democrat, in the Governor’s Mansion.

The rhetoric now coming from the Legislature 
sounds very different. Listen closely, and you 
can hear lawmakers demanding that Scott show 
more respect for their agendas.

“The House, the Senate and the governor need 
to respect the priorities of each of those institu-
tions equally,” said Senate Appropriations Chair-
man Tom Lee, R-Brandon. “This is a team sport.”

Even though the session has not yet begun, key 
lawmakers are sounding the death knell for the 
spending promises Scott made to Florida vot-

ers during his re-election campaign. Legislators 
are questioning Scott’s budget math. Even with 
a $1 billion budget surplus, they say, the state 
doesn’t have enough money to pay for his pro-
posed increase in school spending, other new 
programs and a bevy of tax cuts along with sepa-
rate spending ideas of all 160 lawmakers.

“I think it will be very difficult to make the 
arithmetic work, and I’ve shared that with the 
governor and his senior staff,” said Gaetz, who 
chairs a Senate budget panel that will decide 
education spending. “We’re not going to be able 
to get everything done that’s been promised.”

A huge trouble spot for Scott is the state prison 
system.

Shocked by revelations of brutality behind 
bars that led to deaths, some legislators want to 
shift oversight of Scott’s Department of Correc-
tions from him to a new oversight board.

But don’t expect to hear much in Scott’s State 
of the State speech about the festering prison cri-
sis that requires dozens of costly, time-consum-
ing investigations of inmate deaths and beatings. 
He doesn’t like to focus on bad news.

Lawmakers also question Scott’s plans for re-
enacting a gambling compact with the Seminole 
Tribe of Florida, awarding grants to pro sports 
franchises and capping graduate school tuition 
at all state universities.

“Nothing is lining up in a way that seems like 
it’s going to be helpful for the governor,” said Rep. 
Mark Pafford, D-West Palm Beach, the House 
Democratic leader. “It increases the chance 
that he could have a rough three-and-some-odd 
years.”

Contact Steve Bousquet at bousquet@tampabay.com 
or (850) 224-7263. Follow @stevebousquet.
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State of the State, checked
PolitiFact Florida will be fact-checking Gov. 
Rick Scott’s State of the State address as the 
legislative session opens Tuesday. PolitiFact 
Florida also will annotate the text of Scott’s 
speech with deeper context and fact-checks, 
posting the result at PolitiFact.com/florida. 
PolitiFact Florida, on Twitter at @PolitiFactFL, 
will contribute to the Tampa Bay Times’ live 
speech coverage at tbtim.es/session. Politi-
Fact Florida has fact-checked Scott more 
than 125 times on the Truth-O-Meter and is 
also tracking 95 of his campaign promises .


