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Commissioner Frank Mann writes in the News Press that dark water, the focus of so much recent media attention, is 
natural and does not represent a core environmental concern. 
 
Yes, it is an oversimplification to claim that dark water is the cause of our problems.  However, the reason why headlines 
and rally chants focus on the water color is because it is an indicator, a characteristic anyone can see.  You don’t need a 
PhD to see the estuary and surrounding waters are murky and to know something is different and definitely wrong. 
 
Our inland waters have always contained tannins, the tea-like tint created by rainfall percolating through our richly 
vegetated subtropical landscape.  Nevertheless the tannins and other constituents of Florida runoff can be a real 
concern. Tannins can affect our waterways because of their acidity (pH) and because their strong color prevents light 
from penetrating the water. Without sufficient light, the traditional foundation of the Caloosahatchee estuary 
ecosystem, seagrasses, can’t grow. Inject too much tannin-laden water into the estuary and you change what lives and 
dies. 
 
The dark freshwater also creates low salinity conditions in the estuary, dramatically disrupting its ecosystem. The 
watershed runoff and the Lake Okeechobee discharges also contain high levels of nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorus).  
These unseen pollutants cause algal blooms in a very simple cause-and-effect manner. Nutrients can also contribute to 
red tide offshore, but through a far more intricate pattern of biological and chemical dominos. 
 
More importantly, it is the colossal amount of this dark, nutrient-rich freshwater reaching our estuary during this 
normally dry time of year that is creating the current ecological catastrophe.   
 
Why is so much rainfall creating so much runoff this “dry” season? Fort Myers measured 13 inches of rain in January.  
The official NOAA rainfall record from the past hundred years shows that January averages less than 2 inches and had 
never exceeded 8 inches.  Statistics suggest 13 inches in January is extremely rare for Ft Myers (once in 200+ years). But 
will it continue to be rare, or have we fundamentally altered the climate? Might we be seeing the effects of global 
warming making our El Nino extremes even more extreme?  
 
This winter’s punishing rains may not be a good excuse for our heightened water problems, but instead may be more 
evidence that we are having profound effects on our global and local environment. Regardless of the cause, we have to 
take action to deal with the situation. 
 
Commissioner Mann’s editorial also states, “We have very serious water problems that took a hundred years to create.”  
 
While true, one might infer from his statement that we have stopped creating new water troubles and have instead 
entered an era in which we are repairing our many blunders. Drawing such a conclusion would be a mistake. We 
continue to create new water problems each and every day.  Some local and state leaders are even trying to undo what 
little progress has been accomplished, like the Lee County BOCC’s ongoing attempts to dismantle the 20/20 land 
purchase program.  
 
Riverwatch appreciates Commissioner Mann engaging his constituents in the very important regional discussion about 
our environmental problems.  He has been one of the staunchest advocates for clean water and responsible 
development on the Lee County Commission.   
 
Riverwatch believes the media are NOT the source of our water problems.  They, the courts, our ballot boxes and 
Commissioner Mann are all necessary parts of the solutions.   
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