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As golfers hacked away around him 
Tuesday, environmental technician James 
Peet waded into Whiskey Creek and filled 
brown bottles with water. 
 
Peet was one of four scientists from the Lee 
County Environmental Laboratory who spent 
a chilly day collecting water samples from 33 
tributaries of Estero Bay and the 
Caloosahatchee River. 
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The samples will be sent to a Department of Environmental Protection laboratory to be 
tested for herbicides and pesticides.  

"We're doing this because we have no background information on herbicides and pesticides 
in Lee County," environmental lab director Keith Kibbey said. "There are a lot of theories out 
there about various things causing impairment in our ecosystems. The bottom line is we 
have herbicides and pesticides on people's lawns, and the question is, 'Do these things 
affect our submerged aquatic vegetation.' " 
 
Tuesday was the first sampling day of the yearlong project. Environmental lab scientists will 
take samples every three months over the next year.  

The project will cost $172,000 from county property taxes. 
 
"We've taken it upon ourselves to look at all the issues," said Kurt Harclerode, with the Lee 
County Division of Natural Resources. "We're working on our own programs if we don't get 
funding from other sources.” 
 
For the next sampling period, scientists will collect sediments from tributaries to determine 
whether herbicides and pesticides are hurting benthic — bottom-dwelling — animals. 
 
Looking at pesticides and herbicides is a new thing for Lee County. 
 
In recent years, the big water-quality issue has been excess nutrients that trigger massive 
micro- and macro algal blooms in the Caloosahatchee and Pine Island Sound. 
 
These algal blooms have caused fish kills and smothered seagrasses. 
 

 



Many people blame the algal blooms on the South Florida Water Management District and 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, who are responsible for nutrient-laden freshwater releases 
from Lake Okeechobee. 
 
“It’s easy to sit here and throw stones at the water management district and say everything 
they’re doing is wrong, but we need to clean up ourselves, too,” Kibbey said.  
 
“Finding out what’s going on will give us options, whether it’s public education, building filter 
marshes or doing nothing because there are no problems.” 
 
Lee is ahead of other counties in testing for herbicides and pesticides, he said. 
 
“Other counties are only dreaming that they could get the money to do what we’re doing,” he 
said.  
 
The whole process starts with sampling: Filling brown bottles with tributary water. 
“If we find something, we can go back and trace it to its source,” Peet said. “Then we can 
deal with it from an environmental standpoint.  
 
“We don’t expect to find any real problems, but it’s good to know if we do or don’t have 
problems.”  

 


