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Heavy rains causing problems on the Caloosahatchee 

River 
By Kevin Kloallar 

 

http://www.news-press.com/story/tech/science/environment/2015/09/04/caloosahatchee-

oysters-seagrass-fishing/71692414/ 

 

A casual observer wouldn't notice, but runoff from recent rains has lowered salinity in the 

Caloosahatchee River as far downstream as Iona. 

 

The Caloosahatchee is a tidal river; salt water moves upstream and downstream with the tide, 

and aquatic plants and animals have adapted to the changes in salinity. 

 

But when the watershed gets too little rain, salinity upstream increases for extended periods of 

time, and freshwater organisms can be harmed; when the watershed gets a lot of rain, salinity 

drops, and salt-tolerant species downstream can be harmed. 

 

Current low salinity levels are harming benthic (bottom-dwelling) organisms, said Rick Bartleson, 

a Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation research scientist. 

 

"The benthic critters in the lower part of the estuary are more attuned to salt water," he said. 

"They don't survive large pulses of fresh water. Shoal grass and turtle grass in the lower estuary 

are also a concern." 

 

Bartleson has found dead Carolina marsh clams along the east riverbank south of the Midpoint 

Bridge; that localized die-off might be due to hypoxia (low oxygen levels), caused when fresh 

water, which is less dense than salt water, overlies salt water and prevents oxygen from getting 

to the bottom. 

 

To protect the aging Herbert Hoover Dike, which surrounds Lake Okeechobee, water managers 

want to keep lake levels below 15.5 feet; when levels approach that threshold, the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers can release down the Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie rivers. 

 

Large volumes of fresh water from runoff and releases can carry excess nutrients downstream, 

triggering algal blooms that smother seagrasses and cause fish kills. At this point, the Corps isn't 

releasing water, so freshwater issues are due to runoff. 

 

A bloom of diatoms (a type of single-call alga) developed last week from the Midpoint Bridge to 

the Sanibel Causeway. Because algae suck oxygen from the water, the diatom bloom might 

further deplete the river's oxygen levels, Bartleson said. 

 

An important benthic organism in the lower estuary is the Eastern oyster; a single oyster can 

filter 10 gallons of water per hour, and hundreds of fish and invertebrate species depend on 

oyster reefs for food and shelter. 

 

Oysters prefer salinities of 14 to 28 parts per thousand (sea water is 35 ppt) and can die at 5 

ppt. 
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Salinity at the Iona oyster reef has been as low as 6 ppt, while oyster reefs at Shell point have 

averaged 17 ppt. 

 

"At the moment, we're not concerned about oysters," said Nicole Fronczkowski, manager of 

FGCU's Coastal Watershed Institute Laboratory. "In our samples, we've noticed they're growing 

and reproducing normally. But if these conditions persist, we might start to see issues with 

oysters." 

 

Fresh water is good news for the river's tape grass, an important component to the river's 

ecosystem because it's food for manatees, birds and turtles and essential habitat for 35 to 40 

fish species. 

 

Tape grass once grew in dense patches as far downstream as Whiskey Creek, in 2000, releases 

from Okeechobee caused algal blooms that blocked light in the river, which killed tape grass. 

 

Lack of releases during subsequent dry seasons allowed salt water to move upstream, and more 

tape grass died (tape grass stops growing when salinity reaches 10 ppt and dies at 15). 

Ultimately, the river lost 2,000 acres of tape grass. 

 

SCCF and FGCU researchers are working to restore tape grass in the river, and the fresh water 

in restoration areas and natural recruitment areas will help with recovery. 

 

On a more recreational level: As salinities in the river rise and fall, different fish species come 

and go. 

 

"In general, fresh water diminishes a lot of species," said Dave Westra, owner of Lehr's Economy 

Tackle in North Fort Myers. "But the kings of the river, tarpon, snook, reds, big jacks, know food 

is coming over the Franklin Lock, so they gang up there. They also hang out at the mouths of 

creeks and canal systems, under docks and around bridges. They know where the food is, so a 

bunch of them will be hanging around, feeding on tilapia, bream and little bass. Fishing around 

the lock, where the water is as fresh as can be, can be gangbusters." 

 

 

 

 

 

 


