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In scientific terms, it doesn't sound so bad: A rhodophyte from the genus- 
Ceramium has been documented along the littoral zone of Sanibel Island. 
 
In laymen's terms, it's a different story: Red algae is stinking up Sanibel's 
beaches. 
 
"We're seeing red algae from one end of the island to the other," said Rob Loflin, 
Sanibel's natural resources director. "All of the beaches are affected to one 
degree or another. It's mostly in a belt 15 to 20 feet wide right along the littoral 
zone. 
 
A bad red algae bloom hit Sanibel about this time two years ago. 
 
"It piles up and decomposes - it becomes very odoriferous," Loflin said. "We're 
not in that situation yet, but this might be the start of an event." 
 
At this point, Sanibel's algae problem is aesthetic, but it eventually might affect 
the environment. 
 
"As it decomposes, it forms brown murky water, and that has the potential to 
lower dissolved oxygen and interfere with the ability of organisms to go  about 
their normal routines," Loflin said. "When the algae washes ashore, it covers 
areas used for feeding by thousands of migrating birds. In low levels, it might 
have organisms that birds can feed on, but at high levels, even the birds avoid it." 
 
While Sanibel beaches are awash in algae, Fort Myers Beach is algae-free, said 
D.J. Petruccelli, president of the Fort Myers Beach Chamber of Commerce. 
 
"Sanibel is so lucky," he said ironically. "We don't have anything like that. Good 
for us." 
 
Steve Greenstein, executive director of the Sanibel-Captiva Islands Chamber of 
Commerce, said officials haven't heard many complaints from residents about 
the algae. 
 
Greenstein said he went out Monday and didn't see many effects from the algae. 
 
 "Usually it's less of a complaint and more of a question of what is it," he said. 
"We don't seem to be having a problem with it right now." 



 
Greenstein said the chamber hasn't received calls from companies complaining 
about losing business, either. He said the bloom two years ago was much worse 
than what has washed ashore this year. 
 
Small amounts of algae have washed ashore on Captiva, said Mark Willis, front 
desk associate at 'Tween Waters Inn. 
 
"We've got a little bit, but nothing like Sanibel," he said. "It's pretty nasty down 
there." 
 
Algae along Sanibel's beaches washed in from near-shore artificial reefs and 
hard bottom. In April, Lee County Division of Natural Resources divers reported a 
dense carpets of algae attached to artificial reefs. 
 
Those blooms are the result of excess nutrients in the water, said Richard 
Bartleson, an estuarine scientist at the Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation 
Marine Laboratory. 
 
Part of the nutrient problem is the result of nutrient-laden water released down 
the Caloosahatchee River from Lake Okeechobee after last year's rainy season. 
 
"Algae need nutrients to grow, and they're getting plenty of nutrients," Bartleson 
said. "We haven't tested to see where the nutrients are coming from. A lot of the 
nutrients released over the last year are still there, still in the sediments. That 
would supply nutrients for part of the bloom. 
 
"We may also be getting nutrients from other sources." 
 
Those sources might include septic tanks and agricultural, residential and golf 
course fertilizer. 
 
Another factor is that, because of recent drought conditions, water managers 
have not been releasing large amounts of water from the lake, and there has 
been little land-based runoff, so water in the Gulf of Mexico is very clear. 
 
In addition to nutrients, algae need sunlight; clear water means more sunlight 
passing through the water and, therefore, more algae. 
 
Despite aesthetic and environmental risks, Sanibel's policy is to leave algae on 
the beach - nor does the city clean up dead fish during red tides. 
 
"Some communities rake their beaches and keep them in a totally synthetic 
form," Loflin said. "We want to keep the littoral zone as natural as possible. 
 



If the algae situation gets too bad, city officials can give the order to clean 
beaches. 
 
That would be fine with Sanibel resident Gloria Renz. 
 
"I believe in a natural beach, but sometimes the beach should be cleaned," she 
said. "There are times when it's extraordinary. It's not good for residents, and it's 
not good for visitors. Everybody's complaining that business is down. Well, 
people are not going to come here if we have this on the beach." 
 
Pat Gillespie of The News-Press contributed to this report. 
 


