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Coastal Karma
Have you ever looked out to a red tide and been amazed or confounded by the vast red phenomena?  You may wonder, “What is it?”, “What caused it?”, or even “What’s it doing?”  What you don’t know is that red mass drifting off shore is composed of harmful algae blooms (HABs) forming deadly toxins, harmful to both humans and the environment.  The truth of the matter shows that this occurrence is spawned by our own carelessness of managing waste and will eventually turn around on us.  Pollution directly impacts the quality of our world’s oceans, proving detrimental effects to coastal environments, economies, and the health of its inhabitant’s.  Only we have the ability to create and control these effects.
The cycle all begins with coastal population.  Today, approximately 52 percent of the United State’s population lives in coastal counties, and 80 percent of pollution to the marine environment comes from land (“The US Population in Coastal Counties”).  As more and more people move within close proximity of the world’s oceans, the interactions between human health and the ocean increase.  The more people moving on beach front property, the more they rely upon the cleanliness of the water around them for important purposes such as food and recreation.  By simply polluting or over using the water, the process of nutrient and sediment concentration is accelerated. Then the growth stimulation degrades the fitness of the water that supports both life in the source’s ecosystem, as well as outside life such as drinking water or agriculture (Sebastian).  You may think you’re just tossing a piece of trash, but what you don’t realize is the entire chain of effects that cause a multitude of negative impacts on our natural environment and daily lives.
Due to the increase in coastal living, alterations to the natural ecosystem are made such as: change in sediment flow, atmosphere, and loss of animal habitat (“Pollution and Degradation”).  Water quality is degraded by untreated and treated sewage from urban runoff, the pollution that washes off land during rain and from sediment eroding off developed land (“Land Use and Health”).  Thirdly, contact with these contaminated waters helps the spread of illness and infectious diseases.  These truths affect those active in the water directly.  It’s because of these reasons the public is advised not to go surfing or swimming after a rainstorm.  Even noise pollution, which over the past 60 years has doubled, is proved harmful upon normal marine life. Noise pollutants include sonar, off shore drilling, ship traffic, and on and off shore construction (“Pollution and Degradation”).  It is important to note that upon our very existence in these areas, we are taking away the homes of animals there before us; therefore we should respect their natural habitat, now that we share it.
Recently in the US, samples extracted from western coast’s beaches and ocean water was found to contain the deadly anti-biotic bacteria MRSA (Methicillin-Resistant Staphylococcus Aureus).   MRSA is a skin eating disease that eats away and shuts down our body’s vital organs.  A study done last year discovered that people who swim in subtropical marine waters have a 37 percent higher risk of being exposed to the staph bacteria MRSA (“Study: Beachgoers More Likely to Catch MRSA”).  Those most at risk are those with poor immune systems and people with an open wound; basically the young, the old, and any of us who may step on a shell or get buried in the sand with a previous cut.  This bacteria is known to evolve quickly against antibiotics, and when existent in polluted areas, it may change and swap genetic characteristics with other forms of bacteria potentially creating a strong new strain of virus.  Researcher Marilyn Roberts commented that MRSA probably had entered beaches due to environmental contamination (Gutierrez).  Although little is known about how it is entering our beaches, we do know that it is there and close to home.  It is evident that this problem will only increase upon careless environmental habits in years to come.
A secondary result of urban runoff debris such as fertilizer, fossil fuels (oil), and other waste makes its way into our storm drains which then channels to the oceans, where a deadly cycle begins.  There is a sudden growth increase in the population of microalgae that, under these conditions, can potentially form dangerous concentration levels of toxin.  These millions of single-celled organisms subsequently form red tides, scientifically known as HABs (harmful algae blooms).  HABs has been known to kill off many fish and other forms of marine life, embed toxins into popular seafood items(fish, shellfish), cause economic losses to communities and fisheries, block sunlight to other underwater plants, contaminate drinking water, and, when incorporated into the air, potentially cause asthma.  Human consumption of these toxins may lead to amnesia, stomach cramps, nausea, memory loss, paralysis and even death.
“Under diagnosis…marine toxin diseases affect at least 50,000-100,000 people per year who live in or visit tropical or subtropical areas,” reports L.E.Fleming.  Because these toxins are tasteless, odorless, and are with normal acidity, screening and food preparation cannot prevent the possible intake of these contaminates (Fleming).  Consequently, HABs has resulted in increased water treatment costs for drinking water facilities (“Economic Impacts: Red Tide”).  In these two ways, HABs have found a way to make themselves a noteworthy issue, by making our lives harder and costlier on the coast.  Clearly coastal inhabitants aren’t aware of the cause and effects of disposing of waste properly in order to avoid these kinds of algal catastrophes.
Not only do HABs cause problems for those on land, they have the ability to throw off an entire ecosystem’s food chain.  By being stationed at the bottom of the food chain, through effect they damage the natural chemical balance by over producing, decomposing, and thereby depleting the oxygen supply underwater, killing off other animals (“The ABCs of HABs”).  “Recent estimates of global population of large predatory fish establish that populations are at 10% of preindustrial levels...and are under significant fishing pressure,” states Robert E.Bowen.  It’s not just human food we’re poisoning; it’s the entire underwater food chain as well.
As many could guess, pollution of our waters and the effects of HABs have a substantial effect on coastal economies.  “All around the world, it is estimated that marine contamination related diseases from bathing and seafood consumption are responsible for more than 3 million disability-adjusted years (based on premature death and years of loss of health life) per year, with an estimated economic impact of US$13 billion”(“Pollution and Degradation”).  Not only does it affect our health, but it also affects fisheries that depend upon a healthy fish supply for business.  Tourism is also an important wavering factor based on quality, and for some cities survival, of an area’s environment.  “Tourism and recreation is the largest sector of the ocean economy, contributing to 75 percent of employment and 51 percent of GDP,” provides NOAA with their state of the coast info site.  This important fact clearly proves that when the ocean is not taken care of, a decline in revenue can be expected for coastal communities.
Yet another daunting pollution issue lies within, everything.  Polybrominated diphenyl (PBDE) is a type of flame retardant added to consumer products such as computers, carpets, clothing, furniture, appliances, and insulation (Kawakami).  This chemical has appeared in air, water, sediment, fish, whales, birds, food, and even our own human tissue (“Danger to Marine Life, Humans and Environment - PBDEs Are Everywhere”).  PBDE chemicals are stored in fatty tissue; they are more commonly found and in affect for mammals at the top margin of the food chain.  Deaths of large marine animals, such as dolphins and killer whales, are containing high amounts of this chemical, and various cancers seem to be the effect (Bohle).  According to NOAA’s National Status & Trend Program, “PBDE concentrations are positively correlated with human population density along the U.S. coastline,” (Kimbrough).  Therefore we can only conclude that due to lack of responsibility with trash, we are spreading cancerous chemicals directly into these marine mammal’s bodies, and soon to be in ours.
Another major threat to society and the marine environment is oil.  The estimated approximation of oil entering the ocean in one year is 706 million gallons (Embach).  “Over half the ocean's waste oil comes from land-based sources and from unregulated recreational boating,” says Carolyn Embach, again linking this wastefulness with activities done on shore.  
“Oil spills present the potential for enormous harm to deep ocean and coastal fishing and fisheries. The immediate effects of toxic and smothering oil waste may be mass mortality and contamination of fish and other food species, but long-term ecological effects may be worse. Oil waste poisons the sensitive marine and coastal organic substrate, interrupting the food chain on which fish and sea creatures depend, and on which their reproductive success is based. Commercial fishing enterprises may be affected permanently,” continues Embach.

It is evident that any spill or leakage of oil automatically deteriorates the quality of our ocean and living area in environmental and economical ways.  The main purpose for oil is for land based functions such as gasoline for cars or manufacturing goods.  Management of this lethal resource clearly requires more care and caution in usage and transportation.
	An example of the kind of damage caused by oil is the catastrophic event that began on April 22, 2010, when deep ocean oil drilling rig sank into the Gulf of Mexico.  The rate of the spill to this day is estimated as 60,000 barrels (2.5 million gallons) a day costing $625 million for clean up efforts.  According to the US Coast Guard and Associated Press, “The spill, a slick more than 130 miles long and 70 miles wide, threatens hundreds of species of wildlife, including birds, dolphins and the fish, shrimp, oysters and crabs that make the Gulf Coast one of the nation's most abundant sources of seafood,”.  
The spill’s effect upon the Gulf and the neighboring regions are nothing short of devastating.  Fishermen are currently banned by the US Administration to collect in the area of the spill, forcing them to fish in the western parts of the Gulf by Texas.  Unfortunately, even after the ban is over, fishermen expect to be grounded in their local waters for at least seven years, affecting Louisiana’s 2.4 billion dollar seafood industry. Popular TV icon Jeff Corwin predicted that more than 400 species would be impacted by the spill (“Oil Spill’s Potential Effect on Gulf’s Wildlife”).  The once beautiful ocean scenery is plagued by blackness, discouraging any form of tourism to the Gulf Coast; an economic disaster for southern industries.  Oil prices will increase meaning higher gas prices for all Americans across the nation.
The evidence has made clear that changes in our coastal communities are taking a turn for the worst.  This is mainly because too many careless uneducated decisions are made too often, and as a result, the health of marine ecosystems, coastal economies, and the health of our population is spiraling downward.  What we’re now just beginning to see is the direct impact our waste is having on the ocean around us, and how these impacts eventually will alter life as we know it here on land.  These truths pose as our indicator; a call to take action in preventing these events from continuing on.  We may not be a perfect society, but we sure don’t have an excuse for not trying to sustain the beauty of healthy living and the love of co existence with nature that life has blessed us with.
 	

