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An environmental disaster of unprecedented scale swept Southwest Florida in the 

summer of 2018 and Lee County was landfall for that environmental hurricane. 

 

Lee County's shorelines and beaches saw dead fish by the literal ton as well as dead 

manatees, dolphins, sea turtles, Goliath grouper and even a 26-foot whale shark due to 

the worst on-shore outbreak of red tide ever. 

Canals in Cape Coral were slimed pea-soup green with an algae called cyanobacteria, 

resulting in fish kills and dead manatees in the Caloosahatchee River. 

While not the sole cause, nutrient-heavy, algae-laden discharges from Lake 

Okeechobee took much of the blame for the shore-to-shore pea-green "blooms" of 

toxic fish-killing cyanobacteria both here and on the east coast of Florida along and 
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around the St. Lucie River. 

The discharges also were cited as a major contributory cause that fed the toxin-

producing Karenia brevis, the organism that makes up red tide. 

The Cape Coral Breeze, and our sister newspapers on Fort Myers Beach and the islands 

of  Sanibel, Captiva and Pine Island, covered the story and its various aspects 

extensively: Breaking news and hard news updates, environmental and economic 

impacts, local government and public outcry,  the state  vs federal blame game and 

subsequent solutions proffered.  

We also addressed these issues on our editorial pages with nearly a dozen editorials 

plus guest columns and cartoons calling for funding and corrective actions long 

promised and long overdue. 

The Breeze was not alone; this was a story that went national. The collective media 

effort resulted in a number of actions, some approved, some still pending: 

In October of 2018, President Trump signed the bipartisan Water Resources 

Development Act, a $6 billion conglomeration of projects including many key to 

correcting - and so ultimately preventing - the water quality calamity that not only left 

beaches from Marco Island to Tampa awash with dead sea life but wreaked havoc on 

our tourism-based economy. The communities of Fort Myers Beach and Sanibel had 

suffered an estimated loss of $41 million in the months of July and August alone. 

The act advanced 68 Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan projects that had 

been previously approved, including authorization of the EAA Southern Storage 

Reservoir intended to mitigate flows west and east through the rivers by providing 

storage for Lake O overflow during the rainy season. (The state  previously had 

approved the construction of the reservoir to store and treat water, so it can then flow 

naturally south, in 2017.) 

The action was in addition to $206 million appropriated by the House, with a total of 

$610 million to be set aside to complete the Herbert Hoover Dike repairs by 2022 

instead of the end of the decade. 

Efforts ultimately led to $115 million being set aside for Comprehensive Everglades 

Restoration Plan in the FY2019 budget with a total of nearly $1.1 billion appropriated 

for dike repairs and restoration projects this fiscal year and next. 

Meanwhile, in February, newly elected Gov. Ron DeSantis unveiled his $91.3 billion 

"Bold Vision for a Brighter Future" budget proposal, earmarking more than $4 billion 

for his environment, agriculture and natural resources component, including $1.9 

billion for the state Department of Environmental Protection. 

That budget included $625 million per year for Everglades restoration and protection, a 

proposed tally of $2.5 billion by the end of his first term. 

That proposal included $360 million for Everglades restoration projects, including two 

reservoirs and stormwater treatment areas and 20 additional projects over the next five 



3 

years to reduce not only the discharges to the rivers but treatment to remove total 

phosphorus, a major source of nutrient pollution and a contributory cause of the algal 

blooms. 

With the fear of an environmental repeat on many minds and the heat still on, the 

governor got most of what he asked for this legislative session. 

To emphasize the new mindset, Gov. DeSantis also asked for the resignations of the 

entire South Florida Water Management Board, appointed by his predecessor, now 

U.S. Sen. Rick Scott. 

The bottom line is correction and mitigation projects developed, proposed and 

approved over the course of nearly two decades are finally  getting funded. 

It only took carcasses by the literal ton washed on on area beaches to get results. 

 

 














