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Early sign of algae bloom detected in Florida Bay  
By Jenny Staletovich 

 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/environment/article38744577.html 

 

 

 
 
In late September, state biologists navigated through mats of dead seagrass in Florida Bay. About 13 square miles 
of seagrass meadows died over the summer with early signs of an algae bloom now appearing near Rankin Lake 
and Garfield Bight. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission  

 

A slimy toxic algae bloom in Florida Bay that researchers thought was years in the future 

might be just around the corner. 

 

South Florida Water Management District scientist Fred Sklar told district board members last 

week that levels of chlorophyll are starting to rise in shallow water where miles of seagrass 

meadows died over the summer. The last time so much grass died in 1987, it took five years 

for algae blooms to erupt that would devastate the bay for two decades. 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/environment/article38744577.html


 
Toxic sulfide has turned parts of Floriday Bay stinky yellow as miles of seagrass have started dying around Johnson 
Key and Rankin Lake. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission  

 

If this bloom worsens, it will have taken just months to appear. 

 

“We’re not sure there is a cure,” Sklar told the board. “Once something like this starts, we 

don’t know what makes it stop.” 

 

The crisis in Florida Bay also has escalated a prolonged fight over water in South Miami-Dade. 

Farmers have long complained that groundwater is being kept too high, drowning crops. 

Scientists and environmentalists argue that the bay, which desperately needs more water to 

flow in from the Everglades, is being sacrificed to save farms. 

 

“You just can’t let … Florida Bay die,” said Jerry Lorenz, Audubon Florida's state director of 

research. “It’s far more important to get water into Florida Bay and try to mitigate to farms 

than the other way around.” 

 

At nearly 1,000 square miles, Florida Bay is one of the planet’s most complicated ecosystems 

with a patchwork of about 24 different basins separated by mud banks. It is also a vital part 

of the region’s economy and a $723 million a year fishing industry. 

 

The 1990s algae bloom started with the death of more than 15.5 square miles of seagrass 

after a prolonged drought. So far, scientists have recorded about 13 square miles of dead 

seagrass around Johnson Key and in Rankin Lake, a shallow bight tucked into a horseshoe-

shaped mud bank now beginning to show signs of an algae bloom. 

 

The die-off also coincided with a cloud of yellow sulfide — something Sklar said scientists have 

never before documented in the bay — that spread across 25 square miles. 

 

“We’re talking between 50 and 75 square miles of seagrass beds that could potentially die,” 

he said. 



A team of researchers who have been monitoring the bay and are now trying to find a solution 

say that the brewing crisis is no surprise. Years of flood control have robbed the bay of historic 

sheet flow that fanned across rocky glades from two sloughs in Everglades National Park. 

What little trickled out of five creeks into the bay in August dropped to the lowest level 

recorded since gauges were installed in 1996. Worse, a second year of dry weather spiraled 

into a severe drought. Salinity in some areas reached more than double the concentration of 

sea water. 

 

The district tried to manage the situation by moving more water south “making it less likely 

to go into a cascade,” Sklar said. And recent rain — more than 10 inches fell in September 

— helped flush salt. But it was too late. 

 

“Once the train leaves the station, we don’t know when it stops,” he said. 

 

 

 

 


