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In the beginning there was water. Right off the bat it proved to be
a free spirit. You could drink it, sail it, fish it, swim it, or irrigate
crops with it long enough to get you and your children through a
life.

You could even mistreat it — pee in it, throw your garbage in it, put
your pesticides or herbicides in it — and it might put up with the
abuse. Until it didn’t.

FORT MYERS READERS: Sign up for Florida Weekly's Fort Myers email edition here.
Always, water gave us what we gave to it in a marriage consecrated at the dawn of time. If we offered it protection, if
we respected its properties and loved it, it gave us protection most times, and a sustaining love in return.

If we poisoned it long enough, we suffered for it.

The marriage arrangement between water and humanity is immutable.

So, I was singularly disturbed when Calusa Waterkeeper John Cassani broke the news last month that a creek
winding through the backyards of densely packed Fort Myers neighborhoods for several miles before emptying into
the Caloosahatchee River in downtown Fort Myers contained off-the-charts counts for enterococci, a bacteria found
in feces.

The EPA beach advisory level for enterococci is 70, which means a count above that becomes a health hazard.

But Mr. Cassani, a water scientist whose affable outward demeanor disguises his determined desire to halt the
precipitous decline of water quality west of Lake Okeechobee, measured the count at the mouth of Billy’s Creek at
97. Upstream through three or four miles of urban neighborhoods, he registered climbing counts of 203, 282, 292
and 471.

That water is flat-out dangerous, which is the case elsewhere, too.

Mr. Cassani is one of 12 Waterkeepers in Florida who recognize the lethargy that has overtaken taxpayers and
leaders who still don’t insist this be cleaned up now.

As leaders in the not-for-profit Waterkeepers Alliance of national and international jurisdictions, these Florida
Waterkeepers (aka Riverkeepers or Coastkeepers) have only a single goal, like the volunteers who join the
organizations: To monitor, protect and improve their waters, along with the marine and wildlife those waters nurture,
no matter what actions governments do or don’t take on behalf of water.

Marty Baum, Riverkeeper on the 150- mile Indian River Lagoon stretching south to the Jupiter inlet near West Palm
Beach, and Mr. Cassani, the Calusa Waterkeeper for a river watershed emptying 60 miles west from Lake O into
Charlotte Harbor at Sanibel Island, have been wrestling for several years with the frequency and intensity of algal
blooms in their waters, among other problems.

“The (mis)management of dirty water is killing us. The algae is the new normal. It’s here to stay. And it’s only going
to get worse,” Mr. Baum told me a few months ago.
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But the “new normal” is a terrifying prospect, especially when officials dismiss algal blooms unheard of when they
once occurred naturally, as normal.

“That’s like saying cancer and Alzheimer’s disease, both of which are linked to harmful algal blooms, is ‘normal’ or
‘natural,’” Mr. Cassani says.

Cyanobacteria, the toxic threat in algal blooms, is among the original life forms on the planet. It’s always been here
in one form or another, and it’s never been benign to animals or humans. So it’s particularly galling to me that we
would add this to our problems. And we have.

For the 12-year period of a recently published study by researchers at Ohio State University, cyanotoxins persisted in
the water of four Florida counties where the death rates from non-alcoholic liver cancer were twice as high as the
national average, Mr. Cassani says. The counties: Martin, St. Lucie, Indian River and Okeechobee. Those toxins have
also been linked to such diseases of the nervous system and brain as Alzheimer’s, Parkinsons and ALS.

All this compelled me with my youngest son to volunteer in the Calusa Waterkeeper organization. The outfit needs
volunteers, and it needs money to do the monitoring or testing government organizations aren’t doing sufficiently.
(To volunteer or contribute on either coast, go to Indianriverkeeper.org or Calusawaterkeeper.org.)

My son and I are now watchdogs of sorts — watch-waters is more accurate. From the bank or a canoe we look at
water near us in a creek or a river on a regular basis. We measure its clarity, we locate the coordinates of potential
problems such as fish kills or algae blooms, and we share that data with the Calusa Waterkeeper, who can make
maps and nudge public officials.

This reminds me uncomfortably of the two ferocious cholera outbreaks that killed tens of thousands of Londoners in
the late 1840s and early ’50s, most of them dying in agony within 48 hours of taking ill.

In a 2006 book, “The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic and How It Changed Science, Cities
and the Modern World,” writer Steve Johnson recounts how Dr. John Snow and the Rev. Henry Whitehead
discounted popular notions that the air in certain London neighborhoods was killing people.

They made a map of the cholera cases, house by house. Thus, they recognized that people in neighborhoods using
the Broad Street pump were the ones dying in great numbers. In those days each London neighborhood had a pump
where residents walked for their water. The Broad Street pump drew directly from the nearby Thames River flowing
through London, a river so polluted by humans that it began killing them.

Although the two heroes had never heard of bacteria, they used their map to discover that the killer cholera came
from water, not air.

Now almost 170 years later, we’re very nearly down to such map-making again in the Sunshine State.

We should know better. ¦
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