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Drive through much of the Florida peninsula and the land you see is flat. But at the Mulberry 
plant, and everywhere else the phosphate industry operates, you’ll see mountains. These are 
massive piles of waste materials called phosphogypsum that are left over from the fertilizer 
manufacturing process. They rise up to 200 feet high and cover some 400 acres. On top of each 
one is a pond of acidic water from 40 to 80 acres in size. 

Many of those mountains belong to the same company that owns the Mulberry fertilizer plant, 
Mosaic. It’s the biggest phosphate company in the world and a major presence in Florida. 
Mosaic is currently mining phosphate rock on more than 70,000 of the 380,000 acres it owns in 
Manatee, Hillsborough, Polk and Hardee counties.  

Mosaic’s phosphate mines and fertilizer factories must store their waste this way because there 
is no other way to get rid of it safely. The phosphogypsum is mildly radioactive, enough so that it 
exceeds a level that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has deemed safe for humans. 
The industry has proposed using its waste for everything from wallboard to road-building 
material. But the EPA, since 1992, has repeatedly said no. So the only solution is to stack it. 

Mosaic contends the stacks are safe because the company “complies with the standards for 
waste handling and disposal” set by the EPA and state Department of Environmental Protection. 
But from time to time, a problem crops up at one of the gypsum stacks.  

For instance, in 2004, Hurricane Frances became the second of four hurricanes to slam into 
Florida in a six-week period. When its winds whipped across Hillsborough County, big waves 
churned up on the pond atop a 180-foot-tall gypsum stack at a phosphate plant in Riverview. 
The waves bashed a big hole in the dike around the pond, sending 65 million gallons of polluted 
water cascading down the stack’s side into a storm water ditch around its 400-acre base and, 
ultimately, into Archie Creek, which flows into Hillsborough Bay. It killed fish and drove away 
other marine life. 

In 2003, the Piney Point phosphate plant, near the southern end of the Sunshine Skyway 
bridge, leaked some waste from atop its gyp stack into the edge of Tampa Bay after its owners 
walked away. That prompted the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to launch a national 
review of phosphate mining facilities. 

In 1997, amid heavy rains, a dam broke atop one of two gypsum stacks at the Mulberry 
Phosphates plant on State Road 60, unleashing a 56-million gallon spill of the acidic wastewater 
into the Alafia River. The pollution killed everything in its path for 42 miles, eventually rolling into 
Hillsborough Bay. The death toll included more than 1 million baitfish and shellfish and 72,900 
gamefish near the river’s mouth, 377 acres of damaged trees and other vegetation along the 
riverbank, and an unknown number of alligators. When state officials hit the company with a 
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multimillion-dollar fine for the damage done, it declared bankruptcy and shut down. (Its 
insurance company wound up footing the bill.) Ten years later, local and state officials were still 
working on restoration projects.  

The phosphate industry produces a lot more waste than just the stuff in the gypsum stacks. In 
2012, the Southwest Florida Water Management District granted Mosaic a permit to pump up to 
70 million gallons of water a day from more than 250 wells in Hillsborough, Manatee, Polk, 
Hardee and DeSoto counties, an area that since 1992 has been under tight restrictions for any 
new residential and commercial water use. Some of those millions of gallons—no one can say 
how much—is used to dilute Mosaic’s polluted waste so it can be dumped into creeks without 
violating state regulations. 

Without that freshwater to dilute it, what Mosaic is discharging would violate the state limits on a 
type of pollution called “conductivity,” a term that refers to the solids that are left in the waste 
after it’s processed. 

In other words, dilution is the solution to their pollution.  


