
CHNEP Conservation Grant 2021 – Suncoast Waterkeeper supplement 
 
Project description  
 
The Suncoast Waterkeeper seeks to continue engagement with the public, promoting 
recreational use and aesthetic appreciation of our waterways and natural resources to 
engender a spirit of conservation and appreciation for our coastal waters. We also will continue 
to engage municipalities, state and federal governments and their agencies to serve the 
interests of the public and protect our waterways. 
 
To accomplish these goals, we have been conducting weekly sampling for enterococci at 
various sites in Manatee County and along Sarasota Bay. With funding from a CHNEP 
conservation grant in 2020, we have expanded this program to include sampling within areas 
covered by the CHNEP. We are seeking funds to continue the monitoring of these sites within 
the Charlotte Estuary jurisdiction. This funding will help us to improve and expand this initiative 
within additional areas covered by the CHNEP. 
 
County health departments and other municipal and research institute partners perform 
limited water quality testing for enterococci and E. coli, as well as a range of other parameters. 
We believe there is a gap in bacteriological monitoring data provided at a weekly interval for 
popular recreational waterways, a need for improved public outreach to share this information, 
and a need for additional investigational resources for source tracking.  
 
This program will continue to engage and educate the public on water quality issues by making 
data and information easily accessible to people via social media, text alerts, and press releases 
as well as by recruiting and training citizen science volunteers for sampling. We will continue to 
engage recreationists like kiteboarders and stand-up paddleboarders, to fishers and boaters as 
well as the general public on issues revolving around stormwater and wastewater 
management, and how these issues can affect their health and the health of the ecosystems of 
the bay. We will continue using data indicating persistent degraded water quality to generate 
press releases and engage with government and other stakeholders to improve water quality 
and mitigate public health and environmental health risks. 
 
Suncoast Waterkeeper will continue to conduct water quality monitoring for bacteria to fill in 
monitoring gaps at many of the region’s most popular recreational areas. With funding from 
CHNEP and matching funds we will expand our monitoring locations, sampling in a timely 
manner to ensure that lab results are received and communicated in a timely manner. 
 
The funding requested would allow us to continue to operate this water quality monitoring 
program through the summer months. We will seek additional funding sources to allow for 
year-round monitoring, source tracking, potential nutrient monitoring and increased volunteer 
engagement. 
 
Opportunities for Partnerships and Quality Results  



 
Suncoast Waterkeeper plans to work with environmental organizations such as the Ocean 
Conservancy, Environment Florida, Hands Across the Water, Sierra, Surfrider Foundation and 
others in order to help recruit volunteers and assist us in getting the word out about the 
program. We are also pursuing research partnerships with educational institutions including 
New College and USF. 
 
We recognize how important it is to ensure that any water quality data that we share meets the 
absolute highest standards when it comes to scientific integrity and quality assurance. We are 
currently using the guidance offered by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection to 
ensure that sampling will be conducted via their standard operating procedures (SOPs) and 
analyses are currently performed by the NELAP Accredited lab, Benchmark Environmental 
Analytics in Palmetto, Florida. Our collaborations with USF and New College will build on 
these protocols. 
 
Suncoast Waterkeeper seeks to establish itself as an organization that combines sound science 
and policy work to ensure fishable, swimmable, and drinkable water throughout the region, 
including the CHNEP area. Our data is to be of a quality to be utilized by US EPA’s Water 
Quality Exchange (WQX) and STORET, as well as local governments throughout the region to 
augment their own water quality data with regards to bacteriological monitoring. We’re eager 
and excited to work with local, regional, state, and federal partners in safeguarding our natural 
heritage and ensuring fishable, swimmable, drinkable water for all. 
 
Key Project Participants  
 
Alex Caruso, Water Sampling Specialist – Suncoast Waterkeeper: Alex has worked with the 
Suncoast Waterkeeper since September 2020. He assists with the development of the water 
quality monitoring program, conducts sampling for enterococci at various sites and assists with 
the development of investigative plans to monitor spills and leaks.  He is responsible for writing 
press releases to communicate water quality results to municipalities and local Department of 
Health officials. He also maintains social media pages with weekly information using sample 
results from Benchmark Enviroanalytical Laboratory. 
 
Alison Albee, Board Member - Suncoast Waterkeeper: Alison’s career has spanned more than 
30 years in the environmental field working in private industry, non-profit research, and city 
and county governments. Her experience includes wastewater treatment and environmental 
laboratory management, energy and water conservation, and sustainability. She has a degree in 
Chemical Technology and a degree in Environmental Science and Policy from the University of 
South Florida. Alison helps develop protocols and sampling methodologies and the structure 
of the projects outreach and education component. 
 
Amber Whittle, Technical Advisor – Suncoast Waterkeeper: Amber has a BS in Biology from the 
University of Florida and a PhD in Zoology from the University of Hawaii. Amber will assist in 



further development of the water quality monitoring program along with other programs 
pertinent to the success of the Suncoast Waterkeepers mission of protecting our waterways. 
 
Justin Bloom, Board Member - Suncoast Waterkeeper: Justin is an attorney with significant 
experience developing and directing programs and projects for environmental groups in 
addition to decades of legal practice focusing on environmental issues. Justin will contribute to 
project oversight and development. 
 
Project products (outputs/deliverables) (removed references to the SWIM guide and added in 
press releases and a substantive year-end report. Please review the last line regarding the 
“substantive report” in red at the end) 
 
Project products include website informational resources as well as lab reports and worksheets 
that will be available to the public on our website and reports submitted to CHNEP. Suncoast 
Waterkeeper will provide water quality data on levels of Enterococci bacteria for recreational 
swimming, fishing, and boating areas within the CHNEP area. This project supports 
recreational water users in these communities by providing accurate and up-to-date water 
quality information in areas that currently have no other official monitoring, while sharing and 
evaluating existing, limited monitoring by FDOH and others. 
 
Suncoast Waterkeeper staff and/or collaborating students and volunteers will collect the 
samples and submit them to a certified laboratory for analysis and data reporting.  
Standards followed are set by the Florida Department of Health, where counts of higher than 
70 Enterococci per 100 milliliters of water are considered unsafe for wading, swimming, 
recreational water activities such as paddling and surfing, and shellfish consumption. Water is 
sampled for Enterococci at all saltwater sites and E. coli at freshwater sites. Sampling will 
continue to occur once a week on Tuesday year-round unless weather conditions make is 
unsafe to do so. Results are typically available 48 hours after samples are collected and results 
are expressed as “# of units per 100 mL of sample”. 
 
This data is posted to the public weekly as lab results become available. These results will be 
updated by Waterkeeper staff on a weekly basis on the Suncoast Waterkeeper website,  
Facebook page and other social media. Reporting utilizes colors to indicate enterococci levels as 
such; a site is marked green to indicate acceptable levels (</= to 70 enterococci per 100 mL of 
sample) or marked red to indicate unacceptable levels (>70 enterococci per 100 mL of sample) 
This is consistent with Florida’s water quality guidelines. 
 
Suncoast Waterkeeper will analyze the results for each site individually to support our plan of 
identifying contaminated waterways which will lead not only to increased and improved public 
notice and warnings, press releases and additional outreach and education, but significantly, 
will be followed by actions taken to identify sources of pollutants. If additional funding is 
available, follow-up sampling and additional indicator testing such as soil sampling and DNA 
source tracking sampling will be undertaken.  



Additionally, a substantive report will be generated annually providing an overview of sampling 
sites – including addition or removal of sites, lab results and actions taken to communicate and 
correct continually problematic areas. 
 
Project results (outcome)  
 
This project continues focus on supporting recreational uses of coastal waters within the CHNEP 
area through sampling for enterococci as an indicator for the presence of fecal pathogens and 
using this data to educate users and stakeholders about current and historic results, followed 
by assessing risks and striving to improve or maintain water quality through further analysis, 
source identification and collaborative action. In addition to sharing FDOH data and advisories, 
SCWK, with our collaborating partners, will seek to guide stakeholders in further analysis, 
source identification and collaborative action. 
 
SCWK focuses our limited resources and efforts on addressing gaps in existing efforts to address 
the above priority and goal. Besides the efforts described above that follow identification of 
FDOH Beach Action Value exceedances, we will focus on Bay waters and tidal tributaries 
that are not being regularly monitored for fecal pathogens. All of the sites that SCWK currently 
or propose to monitor are in bays or tidal tributaries, where users commonly recreate and have 
contact with the water. At all sample sites, we will continue to follow the standards set by 
FDOH and utilized in their Healthy Beaches program. 
 
As we expand this program, we will actively engage volunteers in participating in citizen science 
to expand monitoring of popular water recreation areas and possibly include monitoring for 
nutrients where fitting.   
 
This program is about much more than water quality monitoring - we activate and engage the 
public. We will continue to grow our grassroots constituency in the region that cares 
passionately about our protecting and restoring waterways for future generations. 
 


