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Red tide spreads distress by air
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A toxic algae bloom that has been
lingering along the southwest coast
of Florida since December has poi-
soned large numbers of fish, killed
as many as 45 endangered manatee
and may turn out to be more hazard-
ous to people than previously be-
lieved.

Because they are frequently red-
dish-brown, red tide is the colloquial
name for several types of microscopic
algae that sometimes bloom near
coasts.

These blooms are age-old. Some
believe the first of the 10 plagues of
Egypt described in the Bible was a
red tide: “... and all the waters that
were in the river turned to blood. And
the fish that were in the river died,
and the water stank.”

The algae, called Karenia brevis,
produces a poison called a brevetoxin.
Though not deadly, it can cause neu-
rotoxic shellfish poisoning in people

who eat contaminated fish and
asthma-like symptoms in those who
breathe in the odorless toxic particles
that can blow off the waves up to 1
mile inland.

Once a year, the K. brevis popula-
tion undergoes an explosion for rea-
sons scientists can’t explain. The
number of the creatures can go from
1,000 in a liter of ocean water to more
than 1 million.

“At times you go to the beach and
you just open the door of the car in
the parking lot and you start cough-
ing,” says Barbara Kirkpatrick, a sci-
entist at the Mote Marine Laboratory
in Sarasota, Fla. Brevetoxin can cause
teary eyes, congestion and coughing
in healthy people up to 1 mile from
shore.

Kirkpatrick has found that it’s more
dangerous to those with asthma and
obstructive lung diseases, causing
slightly lowered lung capacity.

Still, no warning is generally given
to beachgoers when a red tide is
present. Florida’s West Coast is a

popular tourist destination.” For a
while it was (covering) a good part of
southwest Florida. It wasn’t like
people could drive to another loca-
tion. It’s dissipating now,” says
Allison Bozarth of the Florida Fish
and Wildlife Research Institute.

Red-tide updates can be found
at the group’s Web site,
www.floridamarine.org

Dr. Barbara Kirkpatrick tests lifeguard
Scott Ruberg to learn if the red-tide-
toxin is having an effect on his lungs.
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