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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 
RED TIDE AND ALGAE:  
A BLAME GAME 
IMPACT ON SOUTHWEST FLORIDA IN 2018 
 

 

 

The effect of red tide and blue-green algae on Southwest Florida’s economy, 
main industries, and its residents has been a concern in recent months. A closer 
look is taken at what red tide and blue-green algae is and what impacts can be 
expected on the local economy and real estate market.  

  

 Red tide is naturally occurring along the coast line in Southwest 
Florida. This year the red tide outbreak was more severe than prior 
years. 

 Freshwater waterways were impacted by blue-green algae outbreak. 
The algae growth is impacted and amplified by water pollution. 

 Hurricanes and heavy rain fall in May increased the growth of blue-
green algae and required additional water releases from Lake 
Okeechobee. 

 Southwest Florida’s economy relies heavily on tourism and real 
estate business. Despite reports of red tide and blue-green algae the 
area experienced increased number of visitors. 

 The real estate market has not yet seen a direct impact from the 
water issues. Home sales declined, but home values increased. 

 November election in Florida is impacted by the red-tide and blue 
algae crisis. More voters are expected to participate to vote for the 
candidate they most trust to solve the water crisis issue. 
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ECONOMIC GROWTH IN SOUTHWEST FLORIDA 
 

The major driver for Southwest Florida’s heavily hospitality- and tourism-based 
economy is the many natural assets offered by the area to its residents and 
visitors. According to Gallup-Sharecare, the greater Naples area has the highest 
well-being index in Southwest Florida for three consecutive years. The well-
being index is measured by various factors such as purpose, social, financial, 
community, and physical environment.  For the economic growth to continue, 
improvements in these factors are paramount. 

The main contributors of Southwest Florida’s economy are real estate and 
tourism. Both sectors have grown in the past year from May 2017 to May 2018, 
with 9% more airport passengers and a 15% increase in single-family home 
building permits. This growth is also reflected in the 15% increase in tourism tax 
revenue and a 7% increase in sales tax revenues during the same period.  

 

RED TIDE AND BLUE-GREEN ALGAE 
 

The region of Southwest Florida experiences red tide annually with varying 
severity. The area has seen large outbreaks throughout the 1990s and the 2000s 
that had significant impact on marine mammals, seabirds, and other animals. 
The 2017/2018 red tide is considered one of the worst outbreaks and has 
attracted much media attention. In addition to red tide, Southwest Florida also 
is exposed to the blue-green algae outbreak. The combination of both increases 
the severity of environmental problems and the impact on the community. 

Red tide is an algal bloom that has been reported in the Gulf of Mexico since the 
1800s’. The Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) release toxic aerosols that can cause 
respiratory issues as well as skin irritation. The consumption of contaminated 
shellfish can cause Neurotoxic Shellfish Poisoning (NSP). 

The Southwest Florida region has recently been in national and even 
international news regarding the red tide and algae outbreak along the Gulf 
Coast. The main areas impacted by the naturally occurring red tide are the 
greater Sarasota area, Ft. Myers beach, and some Naples beach areas. As of end 
of August, red tide measures have declined along the Gulf Coast and beach 
clean ups are ongoing.  

The second reported concern is the growth of blue-green algae in Southwest 
Florida’s freshwater rivers and canals. This issue is manmade, but it has 

Greater Naples area 
ranked #1 in the US for 
well being 

Red tide is a naturally 
occurring algal bloom 
which recurs yearly 
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occurred in the past too. This year’s outbreak has significant impact on the 
Sarasota, Ft. Myers, and Cape Coral economy with some businesses reporting 
declined revenues. The algae cleanup is a combined effort between the public 
and private sector in the area. Residents who were economically impacted 
received additional support. Water cleanup and testing of new procedures 
began on August 30th, 2018, in Cape Coral. 

IMPACT OF ALGAE BREAKOUT 
 

Red tide and algae outbreak certainly had some impact on the Southwest 
Florida economy in 2018. However, from past experiences, it can be seen that 
the area quickly recovers from such issues and residents and visitors return to 
the area with ever growing confidence. This is similar to past ecological events 
such as Hurricanes Wilma (2005) and Irma (2017), and the BP oil spill in 2012. 

With large companies like Hertz being in the Southwest Florida area, new 
economic opportunities are anticipated for the growing population. This will 
present great business advancements in the near future. Also strong recovery 
from the summer issues is expected in the upcoming tourist season. The 
Southwest Florida area remains a strong economic growth house that presents 
additional opportunities in real estate, tourism, elderly living, as well as 
technology and finance. Particularly attractive growth is anticipated in the 
housing rental market. 

 

Blue-Green Algae Compounds the Problem 
Red tide occurs annually in the Gulf of Mexico and is caused by the bio-organism 
Karenia Brevis. These algae can be found in salt water up to the estuaries and 
bays along the coast. Although these algae is naturally occurring, the growth can 
be stimulated by urban water run offs that are introduced to the red tide 
impacted beaches. The CEO of Mote Marine Laboratory & Aquarium in Sarasota 
states that red tide is fed by a mixture of nutrients that come from off shore as 
well from land water run offs. He also acknowledges that extensive research is 
required to establish the clear connection between red tide and blue-green 
algae. It is a known fact that blue green algae grow in fresh water and its growth 
is linked to agricultural and urban water run offs. 

Recent local news reported that the fish kill offs caused by red tide now possibly 
also cause the growth of brown tide (Aureoumbra lagunensis) that also occurs 
naturally in the Gulf of Mexico and was first reported in the 1700s. The brown 
tide is unique compared to other algae as it gets nutrients from the atmosphere 
and not from the water like the red tide and green algae (trichodesmium). 

Southwest Florida 
quickly recovers from 
ecological events 
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By the end of summer, Southwest Florida also witnessed an end of red tide. In 
the beginning of September, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission reported a decline in red tide along the Florida west coast as shown 
in the maps below.  

 

Exhibit 1: Red Tide Status Map – August 31, 2018 

 

Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Exhibit 1 above shows red tide measures along the Florida west coast from 
August 23rd to August 30th, 2018. Red dots indicate high measures of Karenia 
brevis, orange are medium measures, and yellow are low measure of Karenia 
brevis.  
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Exhibit 2: Red Tide Status Map – September 5, 2018 

 

Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

 

Exhibit 2 above shows Karenia brevis measurements along the west coast from 
August 28th to September 4th, 2018. It can clearly be seen that the red tide 
stretch is shorter, and the amount of high and medium measures is significantly 
reduced.   

 
Algae Crisis in the News 
The algae crisis in Southwest Florida was reported on National and International 
news, but focus was on the freshwater crisis – the blue- green algae – assumed 
to be in connection with the water releases from Lake Okeechobee in Central 
Florida. 
 

Is Lake Okeechobee the Root Cause? 
There is much discussion on the cause of the water problems and much finger 
pointing is being done on Big Sugar, dairy farmers, and agriculture farmers. The 
primary blame goes to the water releases from Lake Okeechobee, the second 
largest natural fresh water lake in the U.S. The lake is the heart of the 
Everglades and home to large communities, as well as beautiful flora and fauna.  

Until 1920, the water from Lake Okeechobee was flowing directly into the 
Everglades. But then, because of two devastating hurricanes in 1920 that caused 
thousands of fatalities, a solution was found to build dikes around the lake. 

Water releases from 
Lake Okeechobee are 
blamed as the cause of 
blue-green algae in 
Southwest Florida 
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Today the U.S. Army Corps oversee management of the water level of the lake 
and releases water to the west and east of the lake when needed.  

While the blame is on big sugar, dairy farmers, agriculture and fertilizer 
companies, the question is why is this year so much worse? 

A changing environment is one factor. The 2016 El Nino with extreme warm 
weather, the 2017 Hurricane Irma stirring up sediments in the lake, and 2018 
extreme rainfalls in May, are all factors for increased algae bloom.  

But residents in Clewiston speak out and say that Lake Okeechobee and the 
farmers around are not the only ones to be blamed. The General Manager of 
Roland Martin Marina at Lake Okeechobee, Raymond Iglesias, stated in an 
interview with hello SWFL that the U.S. News had reported that red Tide is 
killing fish along the Gulf shore on April 9, 2018, but lake water releases did not 
start until June 1, 2018.  

 

IMPACT ON FLORIDA WATERWAYS  
 

This ongoing issue for decades requires a lasting solution. With population 
increase, Florida also needs an increase in environmental awareness to ensure 
that the algal bloom does not cause lasting impact on the counties. In an 
interview with hello SWFL, the Mayor of the City Sanibel Island, Kevin Ruane 
estimates that there are 19 Florida counties that are directly and indirectly 
impacted by these water releases with significant impact on tourism and real 
estate.  

Algae are growing from nutrients in the waterways – and nutrients are from all 
of us, but how much is from whom? 

The phosphorus discharge into the lake should not be more than 140 metric 
tons per year, but for decades it has been approximately 500. An environmental 
study indicates that 97 percent of this phosphorus is from north of Lake 
Okeechobee. The sugar farmers who are blamed for the issue are in the south of 
the lake. Farmers near the lake have made changes to their facilities to reduce 
phosphorus content. Now only 2 percent of phosphorus comes from the east, 
south, and west regions of the lake. Also cow manure gets into the water 
streams when it is washed out by the rain, but most ranchers monitor only the 
phosphorous from their land. 

So what is causing the issues from the north?  

The largest contributors of nutrients and phosphorous are fertilizers and septic 
tanks. In urban areas lawn fertilizers are being washed into the water systems.  
Forty (40) percent of the Florida population still relies on septic tanks. Heavy 

US Federal Government 
manages water levels of 
Lake Okeechobee 

Nutrients and 
phosphorous are feeding 
blue-green algae  
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rains in May further contributed to an increased phosphorous level in the lake 
and an increased need for water releases. 

 

Exhibit 3: Lake Okeechobee Waterflows 

 

Source: WTSP-TV, SPGX (Ed.) 

 

HEALTH IMPACT DUE TO BLUE-GREEN-ALGAE  
 

The toxins from blue-green algae can cause respiratory illness, as well as eye 
and skin irritations. When the algae are consumed, it can cause digestive 
irritation. The University of Ohio published in 2017 that non-alcohol related liver 
disease death rate is higher in areas where individuals are exposed to green 
algae. In Florida, there are four counties on the East coast with increased death 
rates from liver disease. These counties are Martin, St. Lucie, Indian River, and 
Okeechobee. However, researchers were not able to identify a causal 
relationship. Therefore, there is no clear link between blue-green algae and liver 
disease.  

Increased protests from residents demanding action for improvement of water 
quality has caused much media attention. The citizen group, Southwest Florida 
Clean Water Movement, compares this algae issue with the 2012 BP Oil spill and 
started their own water testing independently.  The group anticipates delivering 
results to Washington to raise awareness of citizen concerns at the federal level. 
Much noise was created around this issue by this and other citizen groups 
without any direct results.  Meanwhile, bipartisan efforts were undertaken by 

Blue-green algae is 
linked to respiratory 
discomfort but no direct 
link to more severe 
health issues found 
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some politicians who have requested that a federal agency be formed to protect 
waterways.  

 

IMPACT ON BUSINESS AND THE ECONOMY 
 

Florida’s economy is based on the natural ecosystem and the many great 
opportunities and adventures it has to offer. Coastal fishermen and fishing 
guides warn of a potential long-lasting impact and that the community must 
come together to ensure that the natural ecosystem is protected. The fishing 
industry in SWFL amounts to about $10 billion per year.  Captains for Clean 
Water, a group founded in 2016, raise awareness to protect the sea grass and 
oyster beds from further dying.  

Based on channel checks, businesses around Lake Okeechobee are open for 
customers. Fishing on Lake Okeechobee is thriving. Fishing businesses are 
receiving calls from concerned customers, but those visitor concerns can be 
rectified. Clewiston reported the highest number of tourists. 

On the other hand, coastal communities have seen some hardship due to 
Hurricane Irma and now also from red tide and blue-green algae. Beach 
businesses specifically in Lee and Sarasota County are bracing for negative 
impact on business revenues. They blame the algae for future anticipated 
business decline along with a decline in tourism. Businesses in coastal 
communities have raised concerns about potential business impact from 
hurricanes, water levels, and other factors in the past. Historically they have 
been recovering quickly from such events.  

 

IMPACT ON TOURISM 
 

The future will show the true impact of algae on visitors coming to Southwest 
Florida. Visitor numbers indicate that Southwest Florida continues to be an 
important destination for national and international visitors. Despite the algae 
crisis, Lee and Collier counties reported an increase in visitors for the first two 
quarters of 2018 compared to the first two quarters of 2017. Collier County also 
reported an increase in visitors in the first quarter of 2018.  

Historically the third quarter of the year is low season for the area with typically 
lower visitor numbers. However, during the 2018 summer months, the Naples, 
Marco Island, and Everglades area saw a year-on-year monthly visitor increase 
of 3.4 percent in June and 5.8 percent in July which is an increase in economic 
impact of 5.5 percent and 9.9 respectively.  

Southwest Florida 
coastal businesses 
experienced hardship 
from Hurricane Irma and 
heavy rain 

Tourism in Q1 and Q2 
2018 grew compared to 
previous year 
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Collier County 
The first quarter of 2018 had a 2.1 percent increase in visitors compared to the 
first quarter of 2017. The second quarter had an unchanged number of visitors 
from previous year. The highest annual number of visitors in Collier County was 
in 2015. During 2016, Collier County experienced a decline in visitors each 
quarter compared to the previous year. The visitor numbers had strengthened 
during the first two quarters in 2017 but declined during the third and fourth 
quarter of 2017. The decline in 2017 can be associated with the aftermath of 
Hurricane Irma.  

 

Exhibit 4: Collier County Visitors by Quarter 

 

 
 

Source: Naples, Marco Island, Everglades Convention & Visitor Bureau 

 

 

Lee County  

The first quarter of 2018 had a 3.3 percent increase of visitors compared to first 
quarter of 2017. This was the first quarterly year on year increase since 2014. In 
the second quarter of 2018, visitors increased by 1.2 percent compared to 
second quarter of 2017. Lee County had the peak visitor numbers in 2014 and 
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then experienced a decline in visitors year-on-year until 2016. Beginning in 
2017, visitor numbers to Lee County stabilized and showed first signs of increase 
in early 2018.  

 

Exhibit 5: Lee County Visitors by Quarter 

 

 
 

Source: Lee County Visitor & Convention Bureau 

 

IMPACT ON REAL ESTATE  
 

Residents along waterfront properties are getting wary over the algae issue and 
have started demanding solutions. Some home owners in Cape Coral demand a 
reassessment of their property due to the algae issue in the back of their 
homes. The Lee County Property Appraiser states that a reassessment cannot 
be made yet and one must wait until next year to see if there was truly a 
decrease in property value. The risk home owners are taking now is that some 
may sell at a lower price to get away from the temporary algae problem and 
therefore lower the home prices for the surrounding properties.  

According to reports by Florida Realtors®, home sales in Cape Coral-Ft. Myers 
increased by 9 percent in July 2018 compared to July 2017. The median and 
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average sales price and new listings have also increased over the same period. 
While comparing July 2017 to July 2018, home sales in Naples-Immokalee-
Marco Island declined by 4.7 percent. However, median and average sale prices 
increased.  

Comparison study of market data for sales from September 2016 to August 
2017 and September 2017 to August 2018 in Greater Collier County and Lee 
County for properties with Gulf access shows that the overall number of condos 
and homes sold has declined. Most significant decline was seen in the $300,000 
to $500,000 range for condos (-12.34%) and homes (-13.33%). This decline could 
be associated with the increased home prices and the resulting decline in supply 
in this category. Condo sales in the range between $1 and $2 million increased 
by approximately 1 percent and home sales of more than $2 million increased 
by approximately 6 percent. 
 
 

 
Exhibit 6: Gulf Access Properties Percentage Change in Sales 2016/17 to 
2017/18 

 

 
 

Source: Market Data 

While numbers of units sold declined, it must be noted that the average sales 
price increased in most communities included in this review. Cape Coral 
experienced a 10 percent increase, Labelle-Moore Haven a 26 percent increase, 
Naples 15 percent, and Sanibel Island a 31 percent increase in average closing 
prices.  
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Exhibit 7: Gulf Access Properties Percentage Change in Average Price 2016/17 
to 2017/18 

 

 
 

Source: Market Data 

 

IMPACT ON ELECTIONS 
In August, Florida held its Primary Election for Governor, U.S. Senate, and U.S. 
House seats. 

The Republican race for Governor was between the President Trump-endorsed 
Ron DeSantis and the Florida agriculture commissioner Adam Putman. DeSantis 
won with 56.5% and will be the governor candidate in the November election. 
The main candidates for the Democratic party were Phillipe Levine, Gwen 
Graham, and Andrew Gillum. The results were close between Gillum and 
Graham, with Gillum winning with 34.4% of the votes.  

The race for the senate seat will be between democrat Bill Nelson, who has held 
the seat for three terms and is unopposed within his party, and the Republican 
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Governor Rick Scott who won Primaries with 88.6% against his opponent De La 
Fuente.  

The issues resulting from red tide and blue-green algae have brought many 
voters to the voting booths. People who had not voted in prior elections now 
want their voices to be heard and hold politicians responsible for the blue-green 
algae in the water ways and red tide along with dead sea life washing up on 
shore. The political campaign ads, as usual, focus on blaming each other on who 
caused the problem, with Rick Scott calling on Bill Nelson for taking no actions 
over the last 30 years, and Bill Nelson blaming Rick Scott for supporting Big 
Sugar and Big Agriculture businesses during his term.  

According to NBC News, who conducted community interviews, in this election 
Southwest Florida voters are less concerned about the Trump factor, or any of 
the other national factors such as tariffs or the Russia investigations. Florida 
voters are more concerned about the water quality in their backyards and 
environmental protection. Voters do not currently know whom to trust to find a 
solution. In local news interviews, a long-time Republican voter stated not to be 
sure if they will vote for Rick Scott. Scott had eliminated environmental funding 
for water quality management, but he also declared a state of emergency that 
led to a stop of water releases. Many voters also do not see Bill Nelson as a 
good answer, either. Nelson has been in charge for 30 years and water releases 
from Lake Okeechobee are a federal affair, and he should have done more in 
the past according to Southwest Florida voters.  

In the race for Florida Governor, Ron DeSantis also has focus on water issues – 
the blue-green algae. His campaign is directed against “Big Sugar” and his 
opponent, Adam Putman, whose race was funded by the sugar industry. 

The week before the Primary Election, Bill Nelson, the Democratic senator of 
Florida, and Marco Rubio, the Republican senator, submitted a bill that if 
approved will require the establishment of a federal agency task force against 
harmful algae bloom and hypoxia. This clearly shows that the water issue is a 
bipartisan issue. Nelson and Rubio also requested special federal funding to 
address health issues in the 13 counties impacted by the algae bloom. The 
senate approved this request and the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention will receive $1 million to document and track illnesses related to 
algae bloom, create education programs, and establish reporting protocols, and 
to be able to react on the ground to severe illnesses. 

In this election the campaign focus is on blaming each other without providing 
concrete solutions. At this point the most active response was additional 
funding for more research. The blame is not only among politicians, but also 
among citizens and citizen groups, who eagerly point fingers at each other 
without taking responsibility or taking initiative to find solutions. The increased 
use of media and social media allowed small groups to create national 

Republicans and 
Democrats blame each 
other for causing the 
algae crisis 

$1 million in additional 
federal funding for algae 
research approved 
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awareness, but it is questionable if this truly will impact the Florida election. On 
November 6, 2018, it will be seen if the blame and complain of some truly 
impact the election for the entire state of Florida.  

OVERALL IMPACT 
 

The economic impact of red tide and blue-green algae varies in severity among 
the coastal communities in Southwest Florida. Water-related businesses that 
were directly impacted by the issues have received grant funding to diminish 
the financial impact. Businesses are further impacted by stronger rain falls 
during the commonly slower summer months. The real estate market remained 
viable during the summer months indicating a strong market. Red tide along the 
beaches has declined and significant steps are being undertaken to address 
blue-green algae issues. The issue has impact on the 2018 election in Florida and 
is a risk factor for both parties. Voters are directly impacted by the issue and will 
select the candidate they trust the most to find the solution. 

Based on the findings it can be stated that the Southwest Florida area will be 
able to start strong in the new season and will be ready to welcome visitors, 
seasonal residents, and new residents.  

Southwest Florida is 
already recovering from 
the waterway situation 
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DISCLAIMER 
 

This publication has been prepared and published by Sustainable Projects Group Inc. This publication is intended solely for distribution to 
professional and business associates of Sustainable Projects Group Inc. and its subsidiaries. It is not intended to be distributed to private 
investors or private customers. Any information in this report is based on data obtained from publicly available information and sources 
considered to be reliable, but no representations or guarantees are made by Sustainable Projects Group Inc. with regard to the accuracy or 
completeness of the data or information contained in this report. The opinions and estimates contained herein constitute our best judgement 
at this data and time and are subject to change without notice. Prior to this publication the analysis has not been communicated to sellers of 
discussed properties and changed subsequently. This report is for information purposes only; it is not intended to be and should not be 
constructed as a recommendation, offer or solicitation to acquire, or dispose of, any projects and properties mentioned in the report.  

Neither Sustainable Projects Group Inc. nor its officers, shareholders or employees accept any liability for any direct or consequential loss 
arising from any use of this publication or its contents. 

Copyright and database rights protection exists in this publication and it may not be reproduced, distributed or published by any person for any 
purpose without the prior express consent of Sustainable Projects Group Inc. All rights reserved. Any investments referred to herein may 
involve significant risk, are not necessarily available in all jurisdictions, may be illiquid and may not be suitable for all investors. 

The value of, or income from, any investments referred to herein may fluctuate. Past performance is not indicative of future results. Investors 
should make their own investment decisions without relying on this publication. Only investors with sufficient knowledge and experience in 
financial matters to evaluate the merits and risks should consider an investment in any project or property discussed herein and other persons 
should not take any action on the basis of this publication. 

Specific notices of possible conflicts of interest with respect to projects or properties forming the subject of this report according to US or 
English law: None 
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