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The spectacular biolumi-
nescent waves were shown
repeatedly on social media
and in news reports, attract-
ing even more cooped-up
people to the beach. Areas
like Sunset Cliffs and La
Jolla Shores were over-
whelmed with traffic at
night. Some weekday nights
resembled crowded sum-
mer days, with hundreds of
people lining the shore to
marvel at the glowing waves. 

“The bioluminescence
lasted for many weeks and
was the brightest I had ever
seen, and a particularly
vibrant blue that enthralled

“This was a truly historic
red tide event, both in terms
of duration and geographic
extent,” said Dr. Clarissa
Anderson, executive direc-
tor of the Southern Cali-
fornia Coastal Ocean Ob-
serving System at Scripps
Institution of Oceanogra-
phy. “Once we started get-
ting more data on the biolo-
gy and physics, we realized
it was hitting levels we’d
never seen at the Scripps
Pier.”

the community,” added
Anderson.

As the bloom decayed
and the organic matter was
broken down by bacteria,
oxygen became depleted in
the water, killing fish along
the San Diego County coast
and into southern Baja. The
decay also led to large
swaths of foam floating in
the water and washing
ashore. At many beaches,
the surfline looked as
though it had snowed as the
foam accumulated. Along
with the foam came an
unwelcome smell that lasted
several weeks. 

During the two-month
red tide event, the dense
water, accompanied by
small swells and light winds,
contributed to record high
ocean temperatures. On
May 4, the ocean hit 75 de-
grees off Scripps Pier. The
average temperature for
that time of year is 63 de-
grees.

San Diego city beaches
reopened for activities like
surfing and walking on April
27. While the surf was small
and bumpy that day, the
overall stoke level was off the
charts for many who hadn’t
seen the beach or been in the

water in weeks. 
Beaches eventually

reopened for sunbathing on
the Friday before Memorial
Day. With attractions in-
cluding the San Diego Zoo,
SeaWorld and Legoland still
closed, the beaches and
bays were crowded. A
younger crowd could be seen
walking through Pacific
Beach carrying their favor-
ite oversized floaty charac-
ters to a publicized floatopia
in Mission Bay’s Sail Bay,
only to find police weren’t
going to allow that to hap-
pen. Those oversized blow-
up rafts were soon used for

front-yard pool parties
thoroughout the Pacific
Beach neighborhood.

On a trip to the beach
these days, one might find
predictable sights: tourists
from Arizona, umbrellas,
surfboards, carefree kids
running around like school
has just let out. And while
you will see lifeguards wear-
ing masks, the majority of
young people at the beach
won’t be wearing them,
hoping to avoid the trikini
look, which has yet to catch
on.
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Lilly Vance (front) and
Ila Valentine lay out in
the back of Valentine’s
truck at Sunset Cliffs
on May 3. 

Below, the La Jolla
Children’s Pool and
neighboring parking
lot, shown here on
March 26, were closed
to prevent people from
gathering and to slow
the spread of the co-
ronavirus.

Protesters gather near the boardwalk in Pacific Beach during the Day of Liberty rally on April 26.
Foam from the red tide washed ashore on much of
the San Diego coastline in May.

Algae blooms, also known as red tides, turned the ocean water brown at
La Jolla Cove and along the rest of the San Diego coast. 

Blue waves, illuminated by the light of bioluminescent organisms, crash
along the coast near the Scripps Pier in La Jolla on April 24.
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