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Water Quality Panel Puts Pieces Together

The Broadway Palm Theater was filled to capacity on Tuesday, August 14, to view a screening

of the documentary film, “Toxic Puzzle: Hunt For The Forbidden Killer.” Following the roughly

90-minute feature, a group of water quality experts fielded audience questions. Three of the

panel experts were participants in the film, including ALS researcher Dr. Walter Bradley, Dr.

Larry Brand, University of Miami and Dr. James Metcalf, Senior Researcher with the Brain

Chemistry Labs. The fourth panel member was Calusa Waterkeeper and biologist John

Cassani, with Rae Ann Wessel, Natural Resources Policy Director of the Sanibel-Captiva

Conservation Foundation, serving as the moderator.

Florida Representative Heather Fitzenhagen (R-78) assisted in bringing the film to Southwest

Florida and introduced the program. “The Blue-Green Algae and Red Tide we have now are

startling and eye-opening,” she said. “We need to raise the awareness of cyanobacteria on our

overall health over the long term, as humans, due to what we see happening to our marine

life. We need to be better prepared to watch out for our own welfare.”

“Toxic Puzzle” is a 2017 documentary, narrated by Harrison Ford, that traces the Brain

Chemistry Labs (BCL) research team’s efforts to find and fight environmental triggers for

neurodegenerative illnesses. It explores the role of toxins in the environment, including those

produced by cyanobacteria in algae blooms, such as Beta-Methylamino-L-Alanine (BMAA), an

amino acid produced by cyanobacteria that plays a pivotal role in various neurodegenerative
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Rae Ann Wessel introduces the panel (L to R): Dr. Walter Bradley, Dr. James Metcalf, Dr. Larry Brand & Calusa Waterkeeper
John Cassani. Photo by Gary Mooney.



8/28/2018 Water Quality Panel Puts Pieces Together | Island Sand Paper

https://fortmyersbeach.news/water-quality-panel-puts-pieces-together/ 2/5

Red Tide Status map dated August 13,
2018. Courtesy of FWC.

disorders such as ALS, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s Disease. It examined as well possible

positive affects by L-Serine, an amino acid that might combat or prevent these tragic illnesses.

The film pointed out that cyanobacteria were among the first living organisms, and they

helped to create oxygen, that led to the possibility for all life on earth. These same organisms

today, due to climate change, warming of the environment and the exploding human

population, now may be on the verge of destroying life, in some type of nasty ecological

revenge, with increasingly warming water leading to more and larger blooms. It followed

global outbreaks, including those in Lake Erie two years ago, along with those in Florida in

2016 and this year, with corresponding ALS clusters in all of those locations, all near bodies of

water with frequent cyanobacteria blooms. When Ford, in his narration, called the

cyanobacteria blooms “a political problem,” the Broadway Palm audience broke out into

spontaneous applause.

Worst in 40 Years

“In June of this year, we had a massive cyanobacteria bloom

from Lake Okeechobee to the west coast of Florida,” Wessel

said as she began the panel discussion. “This is the worst I

have seen in my 40 years here. At the same time, we have

another problem: a Red Tide along the coast that is diversely

undermining the marine and health impacts for us as well.

With all of this in mind, how can we find out if BMAA is in our

drinking water, and if it’s safe to drink?”

“You can test for BMAA in fish,” said Dr. Metcalf, “but no one is required to test for BMAA in

drinking water. If you have a test for it, why would you not test for it? We found BMAA isolated

in Florida waters from the 2016 bloom samples in low levels, and we are here again to collect

samples this year to determine what is going on.”

“If you swim, you expose yourself to BMAA, as well as, potentially, by breathing air and

through consuming fish,” replied Dr. Bradley. “We are analyzing Floridians for ALS and have

found 1,500 cases so far, so with these blooms there will definitely be hot spots throughout

Florida’s West Coast, though we don’t have enough evidence yet to pin those down. We cannot

offer any specific protection to the public right now, and that makes it even more difficult in

terms of advice, nor are there tests available right now to determine if you have BMAA in your

system. L-Serine seems to be very beneficial to how ALS patients feel, and we are now in
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Blue-Green Algae bloom as seen in
Four Mile Cove on the Caloosahatchee
River August 13, 2018. Photo by D.
Anthony courtesy of Calusa
Waterkeeper.

Phase 2 trials with larger numbers of people, to produce definitive evidence that L-Serine is

effective and may be able to prevent the diseases from happening in the first place.”

Is It Safe?

Wessel asked the panel is it was safe to eat fish from local waters. “Certain species of marine

shellfish have BMAA,” said Dr. Metcalf. “You can put marine shellfish into sterile water for 48

hours, to get them cleaned out of what whatever they are exposed to. You can close down

fisheries until the danger passes, but it is hard to make informed decisions on toxins in fish

without causing a panic, as that will not help.”

“We find really high concentrations in blue crabs,” stated Dr.

Brand. “Bottom feeders, fish, crab and shrimp are threats.

There are lots of ways to kill the Blue-Green Algae, but

cyanobacteria (a toxic form of Blue-Green Algae) are really

tough, so you almost have to kill the ecosystem to save it!

Anytime you kill any of these things, they release their toxins

out into the water, and it goes right back into you through fish

and other things. You can suck up the Blue-Green Algae where

you find it in high concentrations, to provide immediate relief

to local homeowners, but we have it here now in such large

concentrations. The only way to ultimately stop this is to halt nutrients at their source, before

they get into the water, and that means our current regulations are not good enough or we are

not enforcing them well enough.”

Wessel asked at what point should we close any area beaches. “Florida has no mechanism to

close beaches,” responded Dr. Brand. “We can put up signs but we cannot close beaches.” “We

don’t even know what level of protection is necessary to protect us scientists when we are

working on these issues out in the environment,” said Dr. Metcalf, “and we are supposed to be

the ones in the know! Until we have a better understanding, we don’t want to create a health

panic, as that is not good, but unfortunately, no one can tell you that policy.”

Cassani stated, “Posting can be chaotic, especially for extraordinary blooms like these. It is all

about developing leadership, and at least 23 other states have been very progressive, with

response strategies on numeric thresholds, that trigger postings and closings. There was a

draft document like that for Florida following the 2016 outbreak, based on risk thresholds, but

the only changes that occurred were that Florida continued to lower and lower its water
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standards, until the toxicity led to these unfortunate cyanobacteria blooms, so Florida needs to

develop a program to deal with this and to finally get out in front of this.

“We need to stop looking the other way over things like climate change and take a greater

lead in public health. It is an enormous challenge that will take a huge commitment, based on

the courage and funding necessary to be successful, so in a way you can look at this ecological

disaster as a silver lining, as a great opportunity to lead, as this involves the economy and

environment and public health. One positive I do see is that I am blown away by this turnout

here tonight, as in the 40 years I have been doing this, I have never been in a room with

more than 40 or 50 people, so thank you for selling out this event this evening, as this is a

privilege.”

Nutrient Role

Wessel asked the panel about what she called “‘The Goldilocks Condition of the

Caloosahatchee River,’ where we have cyanobacteria during its high flows, but also during the

dry season when we have almost no flow.”

“There is no direct link to flow,” explained Cassani. “How we forecast cyanobacteria based on

current data is a pretty complicated model, on the triggering of a bloom, independent of

seasons or releases. We are continuing to learn, based on the new information we are

receiving now, to stop these from happening again in the future.”

She inquired why coastal waters lead to the prevalence of Red Tide and the Blue-Green Algae.

“There are a lot of nutrients in the Caloosahatchee Estuary, right out into the Gulf,” said Dr.

Brand. “The more nutrients in the estuary, the more the Red Tide can feed on. Red Tide has

been around for at least 500 years, but it has become so much worse over the last 50, so

what has changed over that time? Agri-business, sewage, septic tanks and more are

increasingly prevalent along the coast, so the answer is ‘us!’”

Wessel added, “We on Sanibel picked up 270 tons of dead fish and other things off our

beaches, at a cost of $74,000-per-day, so I completely disagree with anyone who dismisses

this Red Tide bloom as natural; this is by no mean natural!”

 

Gary Mooney


