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Foundation creates playbook to
improve water quality
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The Gulf Coast Community Foundation created a playbook
that highlights 43 activities that could keep Sarasota’s
waterways clean and healthy.

by: Brynn Mechem | Staff Writer

[t's no secret that one of the biggest attractors to Sarasota County
is the waterways that surround and weave their way throughout

the area.

That’s why the Gult Coast Community Foundation launched a

new initiative — The Community Playbook for Healthy

Waterways — to help residents and county leaders focus on

keeping those waterways clean and healthy.

Jon Thaxton, Gult Coast Community Foundation senior vice
president, said at a Siesta Key Association meeting that the

organization first got the idea for a playbook when the county

was experiencing red tide outbreaks in 2019.

After learning about factors that

contributed to red tide, such as
unnatural nutrients entering the
"ﬁ. | county’s waterways, Thaxton
£ i said the organization telt called

to do something,
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Gulf Coast Community Foundation leaders hope the
playbook will encourage and inform residents and
policymakers on how to improve water quality.

“We thought, wouldn't it be a
great idea if we got all of these
activities and information and data and put it together in one
source, so that anyone could go to this source and have the

information at their fingertips?” Thaxton said.

With help from area experts, the playbook highlights resident
activities that cause an uptick in nutrients in the waterways and

gives tips on what people can do to correct their behavior.

Jennifer Shafer, a marine ecologist and principal at Shafer
Consulting, said the playbook has three main goals: reducing
nutrients by managing the inputs, removing active nitrogen
from soil and water, and improving community awareness to

support informed policy decisions.

The playbook identities 43 community activities across 10 topics,
including central wastewater, septic systems and fertilizer, in an

etfort to identity holistic solutions to the problem.

Strategies include harnessing nature to rebalance the nitrogen
cycle, installing green infrastructure and implementing new and
improved technologies, such as upgrades to wastewater
treatment plants. Each strategy was developed through research,

data analysis and expert interviews.

“The breadth and depth of the 43 activities left no stone
unturned,” Shafer said. “Some are easy; some are hard. Some cost

a few dollars, and others cost thousands or millions.”
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However, Thaxton
said there’s still work
to be done —
particularly when it
comes to excess
nutrients entering

the waterways.

When too many

Skip a week on the lawn mower

Local sources, such as cars and lawn
eguipment, can contribute four times more to
the local loading of nitrogen in watersheds
than regional power plants.

In four minutes, some leaf blowers emit six
times more nitrogen oxides than a Ford F-
150. Running a lawn mower for 30 minutes

produces the same results as driving a car for
300 miles.

Look for chances to cut back on your use of
these items, upgrade to electric equipment if
possible or opt for ground coverage that
doesn’t have to be mowed.

Seek out a consultant

A majority of privately owned coastal
properties lack stormwater treatment, which
means stormwater runs from a gutter to a
storm drain and then into the bay. Capturing
stormwater can be hard, so it's often best to
consult with experts and seek out cost-sharing
grants for neighborhood-wide improvements.

A simple fix is converting paved asphalt
driveways to pervious pavers that allow
stormwater to percolate through the surface.

nutrients caused by human activity get into the waterways, it

causes changes in water quality measures, such as the amount of

oxygen in the water, the amount of light that can penetrate to the

seagrass and the presence of macro algae that kills sea life.

“We are putting so many nutrients in the waterway that the

natural system that used to process or digest the nutrients can no

longer do so, and as a result, the system is literally choking to

death on too much food,” Thaxton said.

Thaxton said the waterways need to be protected not only

because it's good for the environment but also because it's

beneticial to the county’s economy.

‘It you open up any advertisement of our Sarasota area, |
challenge you to tind one that does not feature our water and our

waterways, Thaxton said.

Creators hope the playbook can be a one-stop-shop tor residents

and policymakers to become informed on ways to get involved.

“There's something in there for everyone,” Shater said. "It
focuses, prioritizes and coordinates our community activity and
philanthropy in order for us all to make water quality gains

together.”



