
Navigating the politics of red tide 
 
Scientists who could one day provide Southwest Florida communities with a measure of 
either short-term or localized relief from red tide outbreaks have run into opposition from 
environmentalists who would limit their investigations to a search for preventive 
measures. 
 
A relative handful of scientists in this country, including perhaps 20 at Mote Marine 
Laboratory in Sarasota, are working to mitigate the potentially catastrophic and lethal 
affects of red tide, as well as answer basic questions about their nature and origins. 
 
But their efforts have been met by unexpected opposition from those who fear the 
treatments being studied will cause more harm than good, and see red tide as a lever in a 
larger effort to change the way industry, agriculture and individuals allow fertilizer and 
other nutrients to enter our waterways. 
 
Oriental 'medicine' 
 
The Sierra Club, especially the Florida chapter and its Lee to Collier County branch, the 
Calusa Group, is a vocal opponent of the scientists' mitigation efforts, which most 
recently have focused on the use of certain clays. 
 
When mixed with seawater, clays can be sprayed in slurry over great expanses of water to 
sink the noxious algae and protect fish and other marine life. 
 
In high concentrations, the naturally occurring red tide organism can kill marine 
mammals and fish and even poison human consumers of filter-feeding shellfish. Released 
as an aerosol, the toxin causes respiratory distress and worse for people in coastal areas. 
 
The clays have been shown not only to bond with the organisms and drag them to the 
bottom, but to strip their toxins from the water as well. The technique has been used 
successfully in Korea and elsewhere in Asia for more than a decade to protect that 
region's extensive aquaculture operations. 
 
Not here 
 
The leading scientific researcher on clay mitigation, Mario Sengco of the Smithsonian 
Environmental Research Center in Edgewater, Md., has said that although the science is 
young, he is all but ready to abandon clay mitigation as a viable solution for the west 
coast of Florida. 
 
Gulf of Mexico and bay waters here have such powerful and constant movement that it is 
very difficult to cover even a relatively small area thoroughly. Plus, the native clay that is 
most effective, abundant and virtually free is a byproduct of phosphate mining, and so 
has high levels of phosphorous, a plant nutrient, and heavy metals that make its use 
problematic for use in mitigation. 



 
And while there may be ways around those drawbacks, the political baggage that 
phosphate wastes carry is tending to outweigh its potential, Sengco said, and he is 
discouraged about its prospects. 
 
Other effective clays, including one found in Georgia, would have to be purchased and 
imported in huge quantities at a high price, which would likely disqualify them on a cost 
basis, Sengco said. 
 
Scientific evaluation continues to determine the residual effects of the clay, especially on 
bottom-dwelling organisms, dissipation of the clay, minimum effective treatment 
amounts, and scores of related questions. 
 
But clay mitigation seems to hold more promise for other regions, Sengco said. 
He is also studying a tiny native parasite that kills certain harmful algal bloom organisms; 
other investigators are looking at bacteria that offer promise as another biological weapon 
against red tide. 
 
'More harm than good' 
 
The Sierra Club's senior regional representative, Frank Jackalone, said: "We oppose 
mitigation basically because we feel it would probably do more harm than good to the 
marine environment." 
 
The club focuses instead on cleaning up sources of land-based nutrients from agriculture, 
fertilizer misuse in coastal areas and other runoff pollution. 
 
The national Sierra Club organization has named Stuart DeCew its red tide coordinator, 
stationing him in Sarasota, where Mote scientists led by Richard Pierce work diligently to 
mitigate harmful algal blooms. DeCew will open the club's new local office and launch a 
major Red Tide and Coastal Pollution Campaign Nov. 19 (2-4 p.m., 2011 Fourth St.). 
 
Mote is working in an alliance with colleagues at the Florida Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute in St. Petersburg and the grass-roots organization Solutions To Avoid Red Tide, 
currently chaired by waterfront restaurant owner Ed Chiles of Holmes Beach. 
 
DeCew said that the Sierra Club doesn't support money going toward mitigation efforts, 
because "we want to see the taxpayer get the most bang for his buck, and that's to prevent 
it, not put a Band-Aid on a cancer." 
 
Linkage 
 
In a recent newsletter, the club's Calusa Group conservation chairwoman, Lori Glenn, 
borrowed the cancer analogy. She likened mitigation "to the way we are dealing with 
cancer: looking for a cure instead of eliminating the causes." 
 



Pierce doesn't disagree for a minute with an all-out effort to clean up runoff pollution, 
whether or not it is ultimately shown to be a cause or be a major contributor to harmful 
algal blooms' intensity or duration. Cleaning up our bays and oceans is a worthy goal 
regardless, he said, but he doesn't see why the two efforts can't continue in tandem. 
 
"It'll take decades before we see the laws changed to control agricultural and other 
sources of pollution," said Don Anderson, senior scientist and director of the Coastal 
Ocean Institute at Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute in Massachusetts. "Why shouldn't 
we keep a number of programs going?" 
 
Pierce sees irony in the fact that for years many people, including START leaders, 
badgered Mote to ease away from its basic science work on the nature of red tide blooms, 
to "just work on how to get rid of it," he said. And, over time, mitigation became a 
principal focus. 
 
Now, some people want Mote to work strictly on the nutrient/pollution problem, Pierce 
said. 
 
Integrity 
 
The Sierra Club's official position is not to support any research on mitigation, Pierce 
said. That generates opposing editorials, columns and letters to the editor and challenges 
to scientists at workshops, all of which can affect decisions on research funding. And it 
has sufficiently discouraged some scientists working on mitigation so that they've 
considered returning to less controversial research, several investigators said. 
 
"There is so much we don't know," Pierce said, "including how and where a bloom 
originates, what fuels it; the organism's biology, ecology and chemistry. And if an agent 
is found that knocks back or inhibits a bloom, and it is benign and environmentally 
sound, and economically and logistically feasible, isn't that a good thing?" 
Then the decision whether to use it falls to the managers of the resource, to public health 
(and other governmental) officials, he said. 
 
"But these people act like we are a part of some big conspiracy," perhaps because the 
effort is backed by local governments and business interests, he said. 
 
"But these scientists have so much integrity," he said, "and for these (opponents) to say 
we are just wasting money, it hurts me to hear people talking that way." 
 
The other foot 
 
Anderson said it's disturbing to hear some opponents express outrage that the scientists 
seek to alter the marine environment, as though humans have not already altered it with 
organisms moved from one part of the world to another in bilge water, fuel spills, 
pollutant runoff, huge aquaculture operations that cover the bottom with dense layers of 
animal wastes, acid rain and more. 
 



"The world's oceans are not pristine any longer," he said, "and if this were a virulent 
land-based pest there would be no question about mitigation." 
 
Chiles said that the impact of red tides on the west coast of Florida could be devastating 
beyond what has already occurred, especially on our economic lifeblood, the tourist 
economy. 
 
"People come here for our beaches, our waters," he said. "Compared to what we spend on 
beach restoration, the spending on harmful algal blooms is miniscule." 
 
"If they cause people to change their habits ..." and he didn't finish the sentence. But it 
was clear what he might have added: "and no longer come to Florida, no longer visit our 
beaches, our coastal areas. Then," Chiles said, "We are in real trouble." 
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