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Lindsey Kelly, Alachua County
John Kilmer, DEP - FPS
Marie Lackey, Seminole County
Emily Lawson, Orange County
Katrina Locke, Green Volusia
Tina Lyn-Richards McIntyre, UF-IFAS
Jennifer Mitchell, SJRWMD
Joss Nageon de Lestang, Marion County
Patricia Nobles, Marion County Extension
Mary Paulic, DEP
Zach Roundtree, Marion County
Michele Sager, SWFWMD
Courtney Schoen, Tallahassee
Heather Shuke Nelson, DEP - FPS
Rachel Slocumb, Ocala
Claire Stapley, SWFWMD
JulieAnne Tabone, DEP - FPS
Gabriel Vicari, Marion County
Shannon Wetzel, Seminole County


Florida Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) Activities

Sensitive Groundwater Areas Guidance / Low Impact Development (LID) or Green Stormwater Infrastructure 
Focus group meetings were held by DEP a few weeks ago to talk about what the Sensitive Groundwater LID or Green Stormwater Infrastructure (GSI) Guidance should include. DEP started this initiative last summer with the University of Florida Program for Resource Efficient Communities. These documents continue to focus on areas which are sensitive and vulnerable to groundwater contamination, but are statewide in scope, rather than exclusively springsheds. Some team members from the stormwater rule development team were invited. The focus group is very diverse and has engineers, practitioners, decision makers, planners, and regulatory staff in a mix of public and private sector experts. In addition to the documents, nonpoint source (NPS) pollution staff are working on developing LID training and a website. The training will be rolled out over the next year or two. 

Flip My Florida Yard
Flip my Florida Yard television show has been renewed and has a second-year contract which will begin in July 2021. Applications will open back up soon for residents to apply to have their yard flipped on the show.

NPS Tool Development 
The stormwater toolbox is nearing completion and the team is developing outreach materials. Septic materials are being proofed right now. Water resource and stormwater management, including Florida Friendly Landscape (FFL) materials, are in development. It is expected that materials will be available in the fall or toward the end of the year. TapRoot has been working on this effort and previous focus group members may be called back to look at those tools prior to their release.

DEP Statewide Annual Report
The DEP Statewide Annual Report will be going out on July 1, 2021. Over the next year DEP will be working on a new system for data entry which is currently being developed. 

DEP Updates – Organization and Springs Challenges
Noah Valenstein, DEP Secretary, has resigned. Shawn Hamilton is serving as Interim Secretary. 

Challenges to the five springs basin management action plans (BMAPs) were ruled in favor of DEP. These BMAPs include Suwannee, Santa Fe, Silver/Rainbow, Wekiwa, and Volusia Blue. In May 2021, the final order was issued; however, a notice to appeal has been filed so the process may be extended further. During the appeals process, the BMAPs are not on hold and the policies within the BMAPs are active unless a "stay" is requested and granted by the appeals judge. Once DEP has more information about whether an appeal is filed, they will let everyone know. DEP is planning to hold another large springs BMAP annual meeting this summer similar to the meeting held last year to provide an update to all the springs areas. 

Stacie Greco: Does DEP plan to do outreach or press releases as of now for the challenged springs? Kevin Coyne: We are interpreting what to do given the appeal process, but we will hold the statewide springs meeting and hope to have more information at that point. DEP has been and will continue to work with entities like the Florida Department of Health (FDOH) on the new septic system rules that are now effective in the challenged BMAP areas. 
Moira: DEP leadership has been in communication with FDOH in Tallahassee regarding what the final order will mean and they have been working with the effected counties. Your county FDOH staff should be familiar with the new requirements based on the BMAP policies. 

Jennifer Mitchell: What is the time frame of the roll out of the LID guidance?
Mary: For the sensitive groundwater areas guidance, the draft should come out around late August or early September and the final format should be completed by the end of this year. We hope to break it into pieces for different audiences. The larger training project runs through 2022. The group has been working on a photo library as there was not a repository or good examples of LID. The DEP NPS program requested proposals for demonstration projects for various LID techniques. Dr. Bean will do the monitoring on some of those projects to gather data on water quality improvements from LID through 2023. 

Claire Stapley: Could you provide clarification on the appeal and explain to which BMAPs the appeal applies? 
Kevin: I believe it is all five BMAPs—Suwannee, Volusia Blue, Wekiwa, Santa Fe, and Rainbow/Silver--but I will check on that. 

Homosassa Springs Visitor Center 
JulieAnne Tabone presented on the Homosassa Springs State Park Visitor Center. She explained that the park is a bit different as it focuses on the spring and also has a wildlife rehabilitation center which draws a lot of visitors. She added that they are redesigning the visitor center to focus on how the choices people make impact springs and wildlife. The intent was to make the center more about participation and activities and have less reading to keep visitors engaged in an interactive experience. She added that there are many partner groups helping to fund and contribute to the redesign which is being developed by consultants out of Washington, D.C. and Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. She explained that the visitor center is an older building that previously had many bulletin boards and poster displays to read as visitors wait to go to the trams and boats. The new visitor center will have different areas for orientation, springs, wildlife, protection, and choices. The main message will be how everyone can work together to protect springs and wildlife. There is a people element to the project which looks at volunteers, rangers, visitors, and how all of these people contribute to the protection of the springs. There will be activities within each section with a focus on interactive displays and hands on materials. There will be watershed table where guests can interact to understand how watersheds work and what contributes to the springs with a focus on aquifer recharge. Each bubble on the table can be touched to get more information. 

The wildlife section will focus on how to protect a home for wildlife and will have activity tables. There are 9-foot-tall boards with messages about each thematic area. For wildlife it focuses on habitats and respect for animals. Each habitat will be represented by charismatic species and what each species needs for its health within that habitat. There will be bones, skulls, and scat from different species. There will be a manatee centerpiece with lifelike skin and bones where guests can look inside the manatee model. The focus will be on what needs to be done to keep the manatees protected. There will be a video format too for younger guests below the manatee model. 

In the area focused on people, displays will look at human uses over time in Homosassa. There will also be interactive displays on how it became a state park and the role of rangers, volunteers, and others in the park system. There is a “Be a Ranger for a Day” game with which to interact. A "Keeping Wildlife Wild" display will focus on the wildlife rehabilitation center with an emphasis on why wildlife end up in rehab and how to prevent it. There will also be displays on native and exotic species. 

The final area will focus on choices and behavior changes. There is a game to try to move through Florida's past barriers and through benefits that focuses on habitat connectivity where users are a bear. Keeping springs healthy looks at working together for springs health. There is a science side and an interactive game side based on community choices and how personal choices like FFL, pet waste, water consumption, septic systems and other human choices change how the neighborhood looks. At the end, visitors will be able to design a custom pledge for protecting wildlife and the springs by choosing a species, a behavior change prompt, and getting a badge. The messaging is in line with DEP initiatives. You can also see all the pledges others have taken. 

Lindsey Kelly: I am curious if this is going to affect visitor prices? Also, will there be information directing people to visit this area if they end up entering the park through the Fishbowl Drive entrance?
Chandler: No, there are entrance fees and tour fees, but the visitor center is open, and pricing is not expected to change with the new visitor center. We try to make sure the state parks are open to everyone. If we have this installed, we will probably be able to lure people who started on the Fishbowl side back to the visitor center. There is a lot to do in the space. It seems like the kind of place where visitors will come back and bring others. 
Stacie: Alachua County is doing a 30-second video with Eric Flag on recreating responsibly in springs. She added she would love to work with the park on it to make sure our messages reinforce each other. Stacie indicated she would send a follow up email, as they are working on it now!
Southwest Florida Water Management District's (SWFWMD’s) Weeki Wachee River Educational Campaign 
Michele Sager presented on the Weeki Wachee River educational campaign. She stated that they conducted research for the campaign in 2018 (published in 2020) to determine the carrying capacity and found that the number of users presented less of an environmental impact than the types of activities. 

Activities like pulling kayaks in vegetation or jumping from trees were identified as being just as damaging to the environment as increased users. It was decided that an educational campaign should be conducted to decrease these behaviors. In order to prepare, a survey was sent to business and community groups to see what kind of materials would be most useful. 

There were several public meetings about the study, and they reviewed the comments and concerns from community members like vacation rentals creating more entry points into the river. The perception survey looked at what people think is happening on the river as opposed to what is actually happening (carrying capacity study). The survey looked at what people thought were the challenges and most said too many people, which contrasted with the study. Eroded shorelines, trampled vegetation, and swinging on ropes were reported as less of a concern by survey participants. 

The goal of the campaign is to educate people on recreational best management practices (BMPs) to reduce ecological impacts. They looked at multiple tactics and channels to reach audiences, community effort, behavior, and perception changes to protect the river. The audience for the educational campaign was primarily visitors from outside the county with little knowledge about the river as well as reminders for locals. It was decided that most people on vacation need short visuals, not long written information. 

The study identified seven BMPs which turned into the seven river tips. Six key channels were identified to distribute information and included online, social media, motels/campgrounds/vacation rentals, kayak shops, state parks, and restaurants/businesses. The campaign consists of simple graphics with short statements and launched in March 2021 with plans to run through Labor Day to hit the peak time of river use. 

Some of the campaign materials included coasters delivered to bars and restaurants along the river for their patrons to use, a scavenger hunt lanyard made to get messaging out instead of signage given to kayak shops, and vacation rentals and framed artwork of river for vacation rental owners so that when people stay there, they have a reminder of what they are protecting. They scavenger hunts were done instead of signage to which most survey participants were opposed. They have the seven tips on the back and a reusable scavenger hunt on the front. They were done in a small run but were well received so more are being distributed. 

The formal campaign runs through Labor Day and will be followed by another public perception survey to compare against the October survey. There will be a continued emphasis on messaging and adapting with policy changes. 

Jennifer Mitchell: How are you getting the word to vacation rental communities? 
Michele: We started going on Facebook and looking at Weeki Wachee vacation rental groups and put the call out for free materials. When they reached out, we asked them to post a picture and others reached out.

Stacie: This could be used and adapted to other spring fed rivers.

Mary: Did you do any coordination or communications with the local park service? 
Michele: Several agencies were part of the working group, including the Florida Park Service, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, the sheriff's office, Hernando County, and others, and have been part of this process the whole way. 

Recreational Awareness Discussion 
Mary: This topic was suggested to look at what is happening in the springs and spring runs. We have moved away from flooding audiences with written information and moved toward more engaging and tactile approaches. 
Chandler: The park’s mission is to balance recreation with resource protection. Looking at carrying capacity is the operations portion. We are looking at new education approaches including roving and pop-up education programs with short, quick messaging using engaging materials and take-home messages. One example is setting up a springs wheel for while people are waiting in line which involved spinning a wheel that allowed for questions and answers or quick tips on protecting springs. Blue Springs had ongoing manatee monitoring programs to have quick short interactions about why the spring is closed. In terms of signage, there are examples from other groups that are really image heavy but short on text. The University of Florida-Institute of Agricultural Sciences (UF-IFAS) in the Keys used marine grasses with scarred heart to depict protecting sea grasses with a bold image and a short message. 
Mary: It seems like this is type of programming would place a demand on staff resources to do things like pop-up and short interactions. Are there options for more isolated areas with little staff to get the messaging out to users? 
Heather: Even with some of the more robust parks, we rely on a lot of volunteers and docents. Soliciting the right volunteers is great. This is more difficult in remote areas. Going to where people are makes a great connection. This may be where they are before your park (bars, restaurants, vacation rentals). 

How were focus locations identified for SWFWMD efforts? The campaign looked at where tourists and people were going and met with them businesses in person to discuss the goals and materials. As it appeared more on social media, there were requests coming in from other businesses. 

Mary: We have talked about the short visuals and their effectiveness; we know we want to stay away from long text or lecturing. Is there an area where this is still not effective or personalities where this doesn’t work? Chandler: Yes, temperament is huge as it can be really tempting to be authoritative and that is a fast way to shut people down from hearing your conservation messaging. We rely a lot on volunteers and docents, but it is important to have the right people sending those messages. 
Michele: Audience plays a key factor as well. With the Weeki Wachee campaign, some topics, like rope swings, can be contentious for the locals as they have been doing it their whole lives. That is one reason why the campaign focused on outside people and not the community members. We try to focus on those who are doing it because they truly don’t know, not because they are opposed to the change in behavior. 
Chandler: All natural areas have seen increased use during the pandemic. One question most natural areas are working on is how to begin positive messaging early on to keep those new visitors and educate them on being responsible users. 

Alachua County Manatee Monitoring Proposed Plan 
Lindsey Kelly presented the idea of doing a manatee monitoring project in Suwannee, Santa Fe, and Ichetucknee. This would be a collaborative effort between Florida Parks Service and DEP. They want to get a better idea of what the manatee population looks like on these rivers. They are hoping to look at submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) and manatee use. This would be a citizen science and public education effort. They have been speaking with U. S. Geological Survey (USGS) and Michelle with DEP who manages the database. Currently, there are not hard numbers on manatee use in these rivers. 

Lindsey asked how we can encourage people to keep count and proposed doing something similar to a bio blitz in the winter looking at spring and river confluences to get counts every hour or half hour. Lindsey added she would like to get a group together to brainstorm on how to achieve this and provide thoughts on what funding might be needed, the best way to do the outreach, and data collection options like iNaturalist. She noted that they don’t want to put signs up everywhere and asked what the best way is to get the word out and what is the best way to get that information back. Lindsey asked that suggestions or questions be emailed to her at lrkelly@alachuacounty.us.

John Kilmer: Have you reached out to Monica Ross at Clearwater Marine Aquarium who does a lot of manatee monitoring in the Silver and Ocklawaha rivers?
Lindsey: I have but have not heard back. 
John: One thing you might want to ask yourself: How do we get the word out that there are manatees on our rivers all year round, not just winter? We had six manatees in the headspring at Silver yesterday, but most people think they leave entirely in the summer.
Chandler: We’ve had a few successful citizen science and monitoring projects in the parks, and I will try to connect with Lindsey. 

Mary: Chandler, can you give us some examples?
Chandler: We have used photo points where visitors can take a photo with coordinates and send it in creating a long-term photo library of the shores over time. We have also done sea turtle and invasive species citizen science projects. There are lots of different strategies, but simple and intuitive are key to a successful project. Also, tell people how the information they submit will be used and provide training. For sea turtles, there was nest excavation in densely populated areas. Training in-house and good organization of teams led to long term volunteers who continued the effort to keep the project going. 

Update of Agency Activities 
Heather: Silver Springs will be getting an accessible boat and streaming video on explore.org. Video will be taken from the new accessible boat above and below water to provide streaming services similar to what Blue Springs and Homosassa have through the Save the Manatee Club. 

Mary: Continuous nitrate recorders are now in Silver, Wekiva, Rock, Wacissa, and Volusia Blue springs. 

Hollie: We started a project at the beginning of the school year with our Water Wisdom series, which went to natural areas in the local community to share messaging and education since we could not get out to schools. The original audience was youth, home educators, and teachers, but we found in releasing videos the audience was much wider. There is often a barrier in communication where people are not willing to admit what they don’t know, but with learning from home without others around people seem to engage with the content. The series was started in September and a total of 21 videos including water conservation, springs, landscaping, BMPs, sewer/septic, and actions to protect waters were created and posted to the county Facebook page. It was found that the shorter content with simple messaging had the most views. By getting outside the parks or conservation pages and getting on local government pages we had a broader reach. 

Tina: When will the Homosassa Visitor Center be complete? 
JulieAnne: We are just at the end of the design phase. This summer we will complete the design phase and go into fundraising. 
Mary: Is there state funding available for the visitor center?
JulieAnne: It will probably be a mix of funding. 

Chandler: With video content, are there ways you are checking in with viewers?
Michele: All of the Weeki Wachee videos are on social media sites and YouTube, so we do get feedback through the comments section. We have three videos related to the Weeki Wachee campaign and every time it runs, we get hundreds of comments. 
Hollie: Our videos are on Facebook, so we do get comments, but they are a back-and-forth dialogue, but likes and comments. We can see where viewership increased based on subject matter or length of the video and we are thinking about those in how we do videos in the future. 
Jennifer: To Hollie, how did you collaborate with the local governments to share videos to get outside of your own networks?
Michele: We reached out ahead of time and had a calendar of when our posts would go out. For example, we sent the calendar to the Sherriff’s office, and they shared information on their page which has a different and broader audience than we do. You can reach out to their social media people. Most are willing to share your content, especially if they know when it will be posted, and you don’t overburden their communications office. For Alachua County, Stacie is a great resource. 

Jennifer: SJRWMD had a successful webinar series with a lot of good participation with the public and other agencies. 

Wrap-up and Next Steps 
The next meeting will be in September after Labor Day. That will be Mary’s last meeting because she is retiring. Mary will be seeking topics for the September meeting. Please email her if you have any suggestions. 

Lindsey: Can you please add me to the regular email list, so I automatically get updates on the meeting? 

The meeting adjourned at 11:33 AM.

Action Items: 
·  Send Michele’s email to Stacie Greco. 
· Add Lindsey Kelly to the email list for these meetings. 


