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Could chocolate-colored coastal waters limit the value of your home, or force you to sell at a loss? 

Florida Realtors says yes to both in a recent report that says property values were suppressed by 

nearly $1 billion a year because of poor water quality. 

Improved water quality in Lee County would increase property values by an estimated $541 million 

while Martin County’s property value would increase by an estimated $428 million, the report says. 

Overall, property values are rising in both counties, but they’re being “severely dampened” by poor 

water quality, the report says. 

“What is happening is that, while one algal bloom is not alarming in isolation, the recurrence of the 

algal blooms on a regular basis is showing up in the one-year models,” the report reads. “This 

regular recurrence is what is concerning home buyers and sellers. That is, a one-time event may not 

have a detrimental effect, but multiple times is a big problem.” 

Water issues here are mostly caused by excess nutrients, which come from the local watershed 

(lands north and south of the Caloosahatchee) and from Lake Okeechobeedischarges. The two 

combined, especially during heavy rains, can crippled the estuary, force health officials to close 

swimming beaches, cause fish kills and scare off tourists. 

The Lee County Appraiser’s Office says an increase of $500 million would generate nearly $9.2 

million in property taxes for a county that had a taxable value of $54.6 billion in 2012. Collier was not 

included in the Realtors’ report. 

“When we have those high water events, the turbidity gets worse and you can’t see six inches in the 

water,” said Shane Spring, a Sanibel Realtor. “This shows that water degradation does decrease 

property values.” 

Researchers started the study last summer, finished it earlier this year and looked at all waterfront 

and nearby homes along the Caloosahatchee River at Franklin Lock and Dam to San Carlos Bay 

near Fort Myers Beach. Spring said the numbers don’t account for tourism and home rental impacts. 
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“We lost sales,” Spring said. “We lost rentals. People were saying they spent their first time in 

Southwest Florida and they will not come back because of the poor water quality.” 

Poor water quality most recently perked up in public perception during the 2013 rainy season, a 

record-setting summer that included swimming beach closures, oyster and sea grass bed kills and a 

chocolate-colored freshwater plume that blasted at least 15 miles off Sanibel. 

Some locals have long speculated that water-quality issues hamper property values, but no entity or 

agency has tried to quantify how degraded waterways impact home prices and the willingness of 

potential buyers to pull the trigger. 

“What was clearly found was that the ongoing problem of polluted water in the Caloosahatchee and 

St. Lucie rivers and estuaries has indeed resulted in a negative impact on home values,” the report 

reads. 

The report was aimed at quantifying the ambient water quality as “perceived by potential home 

buyers and sellers” and considered: age of home, number of bedrooms and bathrooms, tax rates, 

local school scores, flood risks and proximity to the water. Chlorophyll-a readings, dissolved oxygen 

levels, turbidity and other water quality measurement tools were used. 

Each home sale between 2010 and 2013 was added to those and other metrics and compared to 

values one month before purchase and one year before purchase. 

The report says short-term sales may not be impacted as much because algal blooms and other 

water-quality problems typically clear up in a matter of weeks. But long-term sales are being 

impacted by the region’s growing notoriety for yucky, harmful, toxic outbreaks. 

It may seem strange for a Realtor’s association to conduct water quality studies here and in St. Lucie 

County, but long-time biologist and planner Jim Beever, with the Southwest Florida Regional 

Planning Council, read the report and says it has merit. 

“I think it’s a valid approach for ecosystem value calculation,” Beever said. “They’re able to show 

both the benefits for water quality and the detriments if water quality goes down.” 

Beever said he’s read similar reports from other areas of the country where water quality was an 

issue. He said the study demonstrates a correlation between home prices and sour waters. 

“The clear thing about the study is it shows positive water quality increases value,” Beever said. 

“That’s why people want to be on Captiva and Sanibel and with aquatic preserves around them. 

That’s why people who live up North around polluted waterways want to come down here.” 



Lee County Property Appraiser Ken Wilkinson hasn’t read the report, he said, but is familiar with its 

claims. He seemed skeptical the report is an actual reflection of home-buying decisions in relation to 

water quality. There are many other factors in pricing land. 

“You don’t know if there is impact from the clarity,” Wilkinson said. “Even if you could come up with a 

number, how did you attribute it to the clarity and only the clarity. Everybody lost market value from 

January (of 2007).” 

Findings include: 

•Poor water quality leads to lower home values. 

•A 1-foot increase in water clarity would raise Lee’s property values by $541 million. 

•Beaches and other waterfront are the most valuable and most vulnerable to low values due to poor 

water quality. 

•Tourists are and will be angry, and they’ll likely never come back to Lee or Martin. 

•Waterfront home values along the Calooshatchee would increase by about 15 percent with better 

water quality. 

•Any bias would make the numbers worse, not better. 

By the numbers 

•$54.6: Billion in value for Lee County in 2012. 

•$541: Million less than values would be if water clarity increased by 1 foot. 

•$9.2: Million a year that $541 million would generate in Lee. 

•15: Percent increase in waterfront homes along Caloosahatchee with better water quality. 

 

 


