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Introduction

From the few fishermen who populated the coastline 200 years ago, today's
Sarasota Bay community has increased to almost a half-million people.
The comfortable climate, relatively low cost of living, absence of a state income tax
and low property tax rate in most parts of the state compared to elsewhere in the
nation attract an estimated 900 new residents to Florida each day. The Sarasota
Bay basin has been one ofthe fastest growing regions in one of the fastest growing
states in the nation—an estimated 32 people per day have moved into the bay area
each year since 1980.

The total population of the bay area (Manatee and Sarasota counties) is
currentlyestimated at 425,400 (187,400 in Manatee County and 238,000 in Sarasota
County). By 2000 that combined population is expected to increase byapproximately
25 percent, to 513,900 (209,000 in Manatee County, 304,900 in Sarasota County).
Predictions of population growth into the next century point to continued increases,
with accompanying increases in demand for the area's services and potential
stresses on Sarasota Bay's resources.

Physical Description of the Bay

Sarasota Bay is located in southwest Florida, south of Tampa and north of
Venice. Flanked by a chain of barrier islands, the bay is approximately 56 miles
long, with widths ranging from 300 feet in the southern portion of the bay near
Venice, to 4.5 miles north of Sarasota. The watershed is small (approximately 500
sq. miles). The bay has a mean depth of 6 feet with a maximum depth of 27 feet.
Over 65 percent of the bay is less than 3 feet deep, making the bay optimal for
seagrasses and related sport fishing.

The average tidal range is 2.1 feet with average wave heights of less than
1 foot. The bay is flushed by four inlets (Longboat Pass, New Pass, Big Pass and
Venice Inlet) with Midnight Pass currently closed. The closure of Midnight Pass by
bulldozers in 1984 significantly changed the ecology ofsouthern SarasotaBay (Little
Sarasota Bay) between Sarasota and Venice. Sarasota Bay Joins TampaBayto the
north.

Bay Issues and Problems

Population growth, related development and associated dredging activity
primarily during the 1950s and 1960s created many of the issues and problems
impacting bay ecology. Large dredge-and-fill projects were constructed throughout
the area. Bay bottom was dredged and filled behind bulkheads creating artificial
islands, coastal "canal front type" communities and deep holes in the bay now
suffering from anoxia. As a result of dredge-and-fill activity, less than 22 percent of
the natural bay shoreline remains and shoreline length increased by 65 percent.
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Natural species were replaced by less desirable exotic species, such as Australian
pine and Brazilian pepper. Water circulation throughout the bay changed
significantly.

These large-scale development projects and the dredging of the
intercoastal waterway changed bay circulation patterns and destroyed or disturbed
living resources.

Overall water quality throughout the bay can be rated from "poor to good."
Water quality is typically "good" near passes and inlets and is rated "poor" in many
tributaries, canals and in areas of poor flushing. A general decline in water clarity
has been identified as a key issue in the bay, with nutrient enrichment identified as a
potential cause. Inadequately treated wastewater and stormwater have been
implicated as the sources of nutrients. Wastewater treatment also varies throughout
the watershed, with secondary treatment and land application in the northern areas;
advanced waste treatment with land application and intermittent direct discharge in
the central bay; and a complex mix of septic systems and 71 small package
treatment plants to the south. Stormwater has been determined to contribute
approximately 50 percent of nutrients to the bay and an unknown quantity of toxic
substances and suspended sediment.

Since 1960, seagrass losses have been paralleled by losses of scallop,
hard-clam and oyster harvests. The loss of these commercial harvests is believed to
be related to diminished seagrass beds, contamination by sewage-effluent discharge
resulting in closure of approved shellfish areas and past overharvesting practices.
Serious decreases in commercial landings of blue crabs, spotted sea trout, red drum
and mullet have occurred, whereas landings of stone-crab claws have increased,
possibly due to greater demand.

Program Background

Sarasota Bay was named in the Water Quality Act of 1987 as an area to
receive priority consideration by the National Estuary Program. The state of Florida
entered into a five-year agreement with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
on June 26, 1989, to develop and implement a comprehensive restoration and
protection plan for Sarasota Bay. Shortly thereafter, the program formed a Citizen,
Technical, Management and Policy Committee to oversee plan development. The
Citizen Advisory Committee contains 30 members appointed by the Policy
Committee; the Technical Advisory Committee contains 75 members from the
community; the Management Committee contains 10 members, primarily high level
officials, from federal, state and local governments; and the Policy Committee
contains six members including three elected officials from the bi-county area, the
Regional Administrator of EPA, the State Department of Environmental Regulation
Secretary and the Chairman of the local Water Board.

The five-year agreement contains four major phases: Planning,
Characterization, Plan Development and Implementation. The program began the
planning phase in January 1989 and completed this element in October 1989
resulting in approval of a technical study plan by the Technical Advisory Committee.
During FY90 and FY91, the program focused on Phases II and III, i.e.,
characterizing the environmental quality of Sarasota Bay and development of
management recommendations.
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The five-year agreement calls for specific documents to be produced,
including:

State of the Bay Report, completed January 1990. This document synthesizes
information on the bay and presents a program workplan in a format readily
understood by the public;

Framework for Action, due August 1992. This document will synthesize the
results of the technical, public outreach and earlyaction projects underway and
present management options;

Comprehensive Conservation Management Plan (CCMP), due June 1994. This
document will be the final comprehensive plan and is to include financing
alternatives.

The five-year agreement (workplan) was developed using seven goals
focusing the attention of scientists, elected officials and the public at large. These
goals are to:

Improve water transparency in the Sarasota Bay study area to the maximum
allowable by Gulf of Mexico and local weather conditions;

Reduce the quantity and improve the quality of stormwater runoff to Sarasota
Bay;

Eliminate further losses of seagrasses and shoreline habitats and restore lost
habitats;

Coordinate beach/inlet/channel creation and maintenance activities to reduce
dredging, eliminateconflicts and enhance the bay;

Provide increased levels of managed access to Sarasota Bayand its resources;

Establish a vertically integrated management system for Sarasota Bay; and

Restore and sustain fish and other living resources in Sarasota Bay.

Improving Bay Management

The Sarasota BayProgram is building networks among bay area scientists,
managers and citizens to support bay restoration actions. Moreover, the program is
using lessons learnedfrom otherareas of the country and applying them to improve
bay management in Sarasota Bay. For instance, in the Great Lakes, Chesapeake
Bay, Tillamook Bay, Potomac River (Maryland) and otherareas of the country where
successes have occurred, several key factors emerge. There was:

Strong public and political support to make a difference;
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A strong and effective governing body overseeing implementation;

Financial support of appropriate federal, state and local agencies; and

Clear and straightforward technical justification for action.

To develop these key ingredients for success, the Sarasota Bay National Estuary
Program has taken several steps:

The program created a governing body (Policy Committee) capable of
bringing financial support from local, state and federal organizations. During the first
two years, each member of the Policy Committee has assisted in securing cash re
sources for the program (Table 1).

The program established a management committee comprising high-level
officials from state and local governments (second highest level), who have dedicat
ed significant staff support to the program. This includes support in the production of
program reports, meeting attendance and in data collection.

The Sarasota Bay Project's Technical Advisory Committee includes
scientists, planners and managers. Thus, the Sarasota Bay technical workplan
includes information that will be useful to local governments in decisionmaking. The
technical workplan focuses on:

Water column analysis (nutrients and light), sediment chemistry and
circulation;

Living resources status and trends (wetlands, fish, shellfish and
bottom habitats);

Sources of pollution (stormwater and wastewater septic systems and
others).

The program has also developed a strong public education and outreach component
focusing on real needs in the community:

Media and films (bay issues);

Action plan (series of issue workshops and projects); and

Public school curriculum enhancement.

The program has developed an action component, i.e., "moving dirt." The
program has seven habitat enhancement projects funded and under construction
and one stormwater demonstration project underway.

Finally, the program is assisting local government in achieving improved
programs while the plan is under development. For instance, the National Estuary
Program has supported the stormwater utility development in the bi-county area
(each residential and commercial establishment in the basin pays a fee for storm
water management) and intervened on proposed marina and development projects.
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During 1992, the programwill complete numerous technical, publicoutreach
and early action projects. The findings ofeach piece of work will be synthesized into
a "Framework for Action" report and released with management recommendations to
the Citizen and Technical Advisory Committee for input in summer 1992. The
document will be drafted by staff and principal investigators and given to the
Technical and Citizen Advisory Committee for comments; reconstructed for Agency
and public review; and ultimately approved by the Policy Committee for release in
January 1993. Subsequent to its public release, a series of town and public
meetings are planned for additional citizen input.

The management recommendations resulting from this process will be
provided by:

General public
NEP Principal Investigators (scientists)
Citizen Advisory Committee members
Technical Advisory Committee members
Environmental Protection Agency staff
Elected officials

National Estuary Program staff
Environmental managers from the community

The recommendations will be pooled and refined based on community consensus.
This process will result in improved information exchange between scientists,
managers and citizens.

The process of combining public education and outreach, technical and
earlyaction projects to effectively develop a restoration planovera three-yearperiod
improves on past efforts by the Great Lakes, Chesapeake Bay, Buzzard's Bay,
Narragansett Bay, and others. The program is attempting to produce a imple-
mentable management plan within a 3-year period. The cash commitments made on
behalf of the local governments continue to show strong support for the program
and, it is hoped, will result in success. The management recommendations under
development will be simple, straightforward and implementable.

Program Accomplishments

During the first two years (1989-1991), the program with community support
has:

Implemented the most spatially intensive water quality monitoring program in
the United States supported by state, localand private personnel and respective
laboratories;

Contracted to produce one of the most extensive environmental data bases on
any bay and watershed in the United States;

Produced and releasedthe "State ofthe Bay" report, 1990, synthesizing existing
information on the bay and presenting the Sarasota BayProgram workplan;
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Participated in publishing the "Bay Repair Kit," an award winning homeowner's
guide for bay protection;

Monitored ongoing local government actions that have improved water quality in
the bay;

Launched an aggressive public education and outreach program in cooperation
with the local school systems, Florida State University, Mote Marine Laboratory,
Florida Sea Grant College, and community organizations;

Conducted workshops and events to improve community understanding of bay
issues;

Analyzed data collected by the program, using the programcomputer system, to
more definitely characterize bay problems and develop solutions;

Secured funding to increase linear intertidal habitat by approximately 10 to 15
percent baywide. These restoration projects have received national recognition
for innovation and have been visited by environmental managers throughout the
country;

Began to develop a list of practical management options for community review;

Initiated production of the "Framework for Action" report scheduled for release in
August 1992. The report will present a synthesis of technical information and
present preliminary management options.

Govemance

Using the Sarasota Bay Project database to support program
recommendation, the public outreach and education programs to develop community
support and early action projects to show results, the program is rapidly approaching
release of the preliminary management plan in 1992. The program is also presently
developing options for program implementation beyond 1994 and recently completed
a study in which environmental managers throughout the community were
interviewed to evaluate program progress and address future govemance with the
following conclusions:

Sarasota Bay National Estuary Program has been successful in focusing
attention among the multitude of local jurisdictions on the environmental
conditions and problems of Sarasota Bay;

There is strong general support to develop and implement a comprehensive
restoration plan for Sarasota Bay among government agencies and public;

There is a need to continue a formal institutional structure for the program
beyond the five-year planning phase to ensure cohesive implementation of the
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recommended actions and to recruit funding for long-term restoration and
remediation activities;

A potential role for program staff would be to recruit funds, focus public
attention on key issues, and coordinate the review of major environmental
activities threatening or proposed to improve the bay; and

Facilitate bay clean-up.

Sarasota Bay Restoration Themes

The program is also attempting to build its plan by enhancing and
integrating existing programs. For instance, given the water shortages and 60-foot
reduction in the aquifer insouthwest Florida, the program may:

Promote changes in public policy to look at wastewater as a water source
rather than a pollutant, thus reducing pollutant load;

Promote water conservation and reduced pollutant load through alternative
landscapes (via Xeriscape, Eco-neighborhoods and Florida Yard); and

Focus attention on nutrient reduction through decreased fertilization usage
and reduced runoff through increases in biomass of plant material on the watershed.

Table 1. Funding provided for the first two years of the Sarasota Bay program.
(Figures are rounded to the nearest $50,000.)

State of Florida $ 850,000
Manatee County $ 150,000
Sarasota Count $ 150,000
City of Sarasota $ 100,000
Federal EPA $2,300,000
Southwest Florida Water
Management District $ 450,000
Other (federal/state/private sources) S 800.000
Total $4,800,000
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