
Short Note 1.5 

The Okeechobee Saga 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Citrus canker was discovered in Okeechobee County  on October 22, 2002.   Whenever there was a new 

discovery within a county, the Department’s map would color in the entire county in red, as if the entire 

county had been  infected by canker.  Okeechobee’s single discovery meant that 896 square miles now 

became solid red.  These maps would be posted on the internet and a press release was issued  by the 

Commissioner.  The press release and other supporting documents are provided at the end of this note.  

The Indian River grapefruit groves are located to the east of Okeechobee County, and the Highland 

County citrus groves to the west.  So,  being able to color 896 square miles as red- or canker infected 

helped the politics of the program.  It also helped the program because the Department determined that 

this was Miami strain canker from DNA testing.  The Department was insisting at the time that  Miami 

canker was rapidly  moving northward. 

Figure 1: Okeechobee County 

 

Okeechobee County is sparsely populated with a population of  39,330 residents.  In this county,  

residential inspections were going to be difficult, due to driving distances.  However, access  to properties 

might be easier with fewer fences in rural communities.    

Generally, getting a full report from FDACS on a new discovery is not easy.   However in this case, the 

Commissioner’s press release included the street address of the new discovery.  The first visit to the 

residence may have taken place on July 30, 2002, but there were no records  of this visit on the PIC 

printout.   Then, it appears the daughter of the resident called on August 8, 2002.   



The form states the positive tree was an 8 year old Key lime tree.  Eight year old tree would mean that it 

was planted in 1994.  This seem to fit my  theory that many of the incidences of canker in remote areas 

were from contaminated nursery stock, bought after Hurricane Andrew hit in 1992.   The young trees 

generate more new flushes, and are generally considered more susceptible to citrus canker.  

As stated on the PICS printout, inspectors discovered  one infected tree and no exposed trees.  Then on 

October 24, 2002, one infected tree and 10 exposed trees were destroyed with the owner’s permission.  

How did the number of healthy trees suddenly jump from zero to 10 trees?   The map states there was  a 

chain link fence  around both trees.  Still more confusion! The press report of October 29, 2002 also states 

that 10 exposed trees were destroyed.  

Testing 

Examination by microscopy was performed by Dr. Schubert and determined to be citrus canker on 

October 23, 2002.   Obviously, this determination was given high priority.    An examination by 

microscopy can not  tell the difference between the Asian and the Wellington strain.  The DNA testing 

was still ongoing at the time of the Commissioner’s press release, and not complete until November 8, 

2002, about 10 days after the Commissioner’s press release.   However, the pathogenicity test, regarded as 

the “gold standard” for citrus canker, was still in progress.  All testing was completed 38 days after the 

citrus trees were removed. 

Wellington strain only infects Key lime trees,  so a finding of Wellington strain would mean it would be 

unnecessary to cut down the other healthy trees unless they were Key lime trees.  However, the 

regulations of the Department were to cut down all citrus within 1900-ft, regardless of the test results.  

Dr. Dixon wrote to me saying the pathogenicity test,  begun on October 23, 2002, concluded on 

December 3, 2002. with a positive indication of Asian citrus canker.   The pathogenicity test should take 

one to two weeks to complete, not five weeks.  My suspicions are that the pathogenicity test failed to 

confirm the discovery.  It is possible  the pathogenicity test was done a second time.  

Everything suggests the Department was in a hurry to color another county red, and to let Central Florida 

grove owners that citrus canker was spreading fast.  This helps in both the legislative branch, which 

approved new laws on inspections and funding, and the judicial branch, which was considering the 

injunction issued by Judge Fleet. 

  



The Plot Thickens 

The CCEP  Comprehensive Report in  2004  shows one positive tree and 50 exposed trees in residential 

lots in Okeechobee County.  However, in the 2012 Report,  the number of positive trees drops to zero, 

and the number of exposed trees is 39,  which is a decrease of 11 trees.     All very strange, and there is no 

notations of what was how it was possible to have exposed trees without a positive one.     

 

Okeechobee County- Residential Tree Destroyed 

2004 Comprehensive Report:  Infected trees  1   Exposed trees  50 

2012 Comprehensive Report:  Infected trees  0  Exposed trees  39 

The 2006 Comprehensive Report is the same as the 2012:  Zero infected trees and 39 exposed trees in 

Okeechobee County.  So, it is not likely this is a typo.  

The best explanation is that the pathogenicity test did not show ACC and that there were not 10 exposed 

trees on the property.  I tried to get information on other discoveries, which were reported in  press 

releases by the Commissioner.  However, without an exact address,  the Department became 

uncooperative.    

Concluding Remarks 

It may seem inconsequential to be discussing 10 trees which may or may not have existed,  a Key lime 

tree which might have not been infected and odd discrepancies in the Comprehensive Report.  However, 

the Department added importance to this discovery through their press release and map of new 

discoveries.  

The Okeechobee saga was a clear case of cut then test.    The cutting of the positive tree was done with 

the owner’s permission.  As a matter of law, the Department does not need the owner’s permission, but 

would need to provide the owner an Immediate Final Order,  declaring his tree was infected.  In this case, 

the positive tree would not be cut down for 10 more days,  allowing the initial  testing to be completed.  

The pathogenicity test results were available about 5 weeks after the Commissioner announced that 

laboratory tests confirmed citrus canker in Okeechobee.  The owner’s permission relieves the Department 

of any liability of a false identification.   

Why would the Commissioner want to put out a press release, and inform the newspapers of this new find 

while testing was ongoing?   I suspect the Department in October 2002, needed to shore up support for 

CCEP.   Judge J. Leonard Fleet had ruled that search warrants were required in May 2002, and the case 

was under appeal in the Fourth District Court of Appeals. The “new discoveries” were a way to keep the 

story in the papers.   

  

 

 



 

 

  



Figure 2:  2012 Comprehensive Report with zero infected trees 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3: 2002 Press Release 

 



     

 

 











 



 


