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POLL: Should the public have been notified about saltwater bacteria in the Gulf?

It is alarming that our top Lee County health official would not issue an alert, warning people of harmful 

bacteria that may be present in the Gulf of Mexico or other saltwater bodies.

Health department director Dr. Judith Hartner said there was no specific health message to deliver. 

That it was an isolated event, its effects being exaggerated. The specific message that should have 

been delivered was people could become extremely ill or even die because of the saltwater bacteria 

getting into open wounds. The fact that two people from Lee County died and five others became sick 

hardly makes it an isolated event and certainly was enough to issue a warning.

When the health department first learned that a person had become ill several months ago and that the 

harmful bacteria was present in the Gulf or any other salt waterways, then a warning should have been 

posted. Why risk it? Give people the information and let them decide for themselves whether they want 

to enter the water. Hartner said that too much information could overwhelm the public. How? You are 

warning them of a possible life-threatening event.

The health department issues warnings about bacteria and closes beaches all the time. We certainly 

are not saying that by issuing a health warning people would have listened, stayed out of the water and 

not become ill. People have their own unique ways of determining what is right and wrong. At least, the 

information would have been provided to them.

Bacteria is constantly present in our waterways and the source of it can be difficult to determine. There 

is no proof, at least in what we are told, that this is from the Lake Okeechobee freshwater releases that 

continue to damage our estuaries.

But with the conditions as they are, the health department must be vigilant in keeping the public 

informed about health risks, especially ones that could kill them. If that means a warning needs to be 

posted every day, then do it.

We hope our health department and Hartner understand the seriousness of withholding any information 

that puts the public at risk.


