‘Playbook’ offers a guide for healthy waterways
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VENICE - The pathway to clean wa-
ter and a healthy Sarasota Bay ecosys-
tem may be found in a water quality
playbook released online Thursday
morning by the Gulf Coast Community
Foundation.

But what authors David and Jennifer
Shafer of Shafer Consulting and Steve
Suau, principal of Progressive Water
Resources, offered up in 10 chapters,
David Tomasko - the new executive di-
rector of the Sarasota Bay Estuary Pro-

gram — summarized in a
sentence.

“Basically, the bay
needs to go on a nutrient
diet,” Tomasko said, as
he took time for a phone
interview between dive
sites Wednesday morn-
ing in Sarasota Bay. “We’ve loaded the
bay with too much nutrients, we have
too much algae in the bay and we’re los-
ing our important seagrass habitat.

“We view the playbook as extremely
important for us to figure out how to fix
the problems we’re having in Sarasota

Tomasko

Bay,” he added.

The Community Playbook for
Healthy Waterways, colloquially re-
ferred to as the water quality playbook,
can be accessed for free by visiting
waterqualityplaybook.org.

The 10 chapters cover central waste-
water systems, septic systems, bioso-
lids, fertilizer, atmospheric deposition,
stormwater design, stormwater part-
nerships, habitat and wildlife, coordi-
nation and monitoring.
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Gulf Coast has been
working on water quality concerns
prior to the 18-month-long red tide
bloom that overwhelmed the area in
2017 and 2018, but the occurrences so-
lidified the resolve to find solutions.

“At the time, red tide was on every-
body’s mind because it was also in ev-
eryone’s lungs and it was just wreaking
havoc on our health, our economy and
our quality of life,” Thaxton said. “The
evidence points to the human-based
nitrogens not creating the red tide but
causing a natural red tide outbreak to
be much more intense, cover a larger
area of shoreline and last for consider-
ably longer periods of time.

“Even without the link to red tide,
having healthy waterways, where you
can eat the shellfish, feel comfortable
about letting your children swim and all
of these other factors — beach closures,
etc., etc., etc., it was simply the right
thing to do.”

Thaxton noted that Shafer came up
with the playbook format, which can be
continually updated to remain relevant.

Suau and Thaxton previewed the
playbook in a March 2020 meeting of
the Nokomis Area Civic Association
and again in a presentation to the Sara-
sota County Commission.

Then, Suau referenced the Indian
River Lagoon on the east coast of Flori-
da, where algae blooms have thwarted
the growth of healthy seagrass.

Tomasko quickly pointed out that
with much of Sarasota Bay surrounded
by residential development, the quest
is to reduce the nitrogen and phospho-
rous footprints of residential property
owners.

The bay was actually doing pretty
well in the early 2000s. But between
2014 and 2017, water quality took a no-
sedive.

“We used to be one of the big success
stories in seagrass recovery but we've
lost a lot of that,” Tomaso said.

Everyone needs to do their part, he
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e To read the Community Playbook for
Healthy Waterways, visit
bit.ly/2XzvjWK.

added, from residents curbing their use
of fertilizer, to counties and municipal-
ities that operate sewer systems and
larger stormwater drainage networks,
to homeowners with individual septic
systems.

Thaxton noted that one of the most
critical pieces uncovered in the study
that produced the playbook was docu-
mentation that in Sarasota County the
central wastewater systems were con-
tributing more to nitrogen pollution
than septic systems.

“What we advocate for in the play-
book is that basically all septic tanks
are not created equal,” he added.

There are three key factors in deter-
mining the effectiveness of a septic sys-
tem. When was it built, which can give
an indication as to how well it was de-
signed; how far is it from a surface wa-
ter body and how far above the water ta-
ble the drain field is.

“If you know those three things, you
can prioritize those septic tanks that
are the culprits for nutrient loading and
focus on them first,” Thaxton said.
“You're not going to have enough mon-
ey to take all of the 40-plus thousand
septic tanks in Sarasota County and
anytime soon put them on a centralized
wastewater system.

“The data shows that the septic
tanks that are correctly designed, out of
the water table and a good distance
from a surface water do a very good job
at nutrient removal,” he added “That’s a

different approach than we’ve had in
the past but the data speaks very very
convincingly to that direction rather
than one size fits all.”

Sarasota County is already in the
process of converting its wastewater
treatment plants to AWT standards by
removing nitrogen, which is something
the city of Sarasota already does at its
treatment plant.

On anindividual level, people can re-
duce energy use, Thaxton said, then
added that just as internal combustion
engines produce excess carbon, it pro-
duces excess nitrogen.

He praised Palmer Ranch for no-
mow areas near stormwater retention
ponds that have helped improve water
quality and brought back wildlife.

Meanwhile, though Sarasota County
has an ordinance prohibiting fertilizer
use during the rainy season, he noted
that big box stores catering to home-
owners still sell fertilizer during that
time period.

Ideally, Thaxton said, there would be
point-of-sale information that note the
dangers of using fertilizer in the rainy
season, as well as how overuse even in
the months when fertilizer is allowed
can lead to water pollution.

Tomasko noted that people should
be aware of whether they use reclaimed
water — which is already nitrogen-rich -
to irrigate their lawns, in which case no
fertilizer may be needed at all.

Each person has a role to plan in
helping to bring about this recovered
Sarasota Bay we all want,” Tomasko
said.

“It’s serious,” he added. “We need to
do more than what we have. The health
of the bay is at a crossroads; it’s up to us
for what it becomes.”



