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To

Lakes Community Members,
The following is an effort to share information.

Flooding Issues in Sarasota County

This email from hydrologist Steve Suau offers a detailed analysis of what the county has and has not
been doing to address stormwater issues from last summer as the new storm season is only days away.
Sadly, it looks like we still have a number of significant issues that need to be addressed by our County
Commissioners before this year's hurricane season starts on June 1.

Honorable Commissioners - First and foremost, thank you for your committed leadership and strategic
focus on improving the management of stormwater in Sarasota County. You understand that hundreds of
lives and livelihoods as well as businesses were upended by the floods last summer. You also understand
that these are our neighbors with families, mortgages, and responsibilities, with roots in the community.

This is also what compelled me to conduct an independent review to assess the Tropical Storm Debby
flood and provide constructive recommendations in moving forward as a public service.

I reviewed the staff presentation for the workshop today and unfortunately do not believe that the
recommendations provided are being taken seriously or with a sense of urgency. After almost 10 months
since Tropical Storm Debby, staff’s presentation on the implementation status of the independent review
recommendations consistently utilize non-committal and circular language such as “actively working”,
“scheduling in future years”, “are being evaluated”, “may require regular inspection” of dikes, “options
being evaluated to identify options”, “If determined to be applicable can be implemented”, and “will be

revisited in the future”. Several specific clarifications are also provided below:

Community Meetings: To be meaningful, the community engagement meetings must be IN PERSON
NOT VIRTUAL. That was the intent of the recommendation. Dikes: It does not matter if dikes are FEMA-
certified or not. This is a red herring. They should be identified and inspected annually.

Celery Fields Operations: There are and have long been opportunities to increase floodplain storage (and
wetland habitat) within the existing Celery Fields footprint. This should be in the
implementation/construction stage not the “evaluation” stage. Celery Fields Operations: SEU did not
follow its own written protocol for the Main C structure gates during Tropical Storm Debby. It has been
over 9 months with the 2024 storm season quickly approaching. This re-evaluation should have been
completed. What would be the operating protocol tomorrow or in 10 days if a tropical storm was
approaching? Management of Flood Monitoring Program: Based upon the inaction of the 2022 Business




Plan, “revisiting in the future” means it will be forgotten. Staff need to PROACTIVELY find the means to
get things accomplished. If USGS is understaffed due to recent federal government cuts, might it be an
opportunity to contract with or directly hire former but qualified USGS personnel?

Stormwater Leadership: Hiring a “new Professional Engineer” is a far cry from engaging a subject matter
expert/Stormwater Program Director. What is being done to create a culture of proactive leadership and
real community engagement? In the last 9 plus months this recommendation has become one of the most
relevant.

Increasing Density in Flood Prone Areas: The staff policy consideration proposed to the Board during the
2nd stormwater workshop on March 12, 2025 (Policy Proposal Option 11) to require stormwater
concurrency for all land use petitions is not the same as that recommended by the 3rd Party Review which
was specifically limited to rezoning applications that propose to increase densities in designated
floodplains.

Thanks to the initial visionary leadership of people like former Commissioner Bob Anderson, community
activist (at the time) Jon Thaxton, original Stormwater Program Director JP Marchand, and many others,
Sarasota County’s Stormwater Program was recognized as a model in its initial decade. But it seems to
have lost its way in the decades since. Frankly, I do not recognize the current program that collects huge
revenues but does not meet the community’s basic level of service expectations for maintenance.

The good news is that this can be restored with changes in leadership, alignment, and culture. The many
County workers who take pride in their public service will respond. I think the current Commission has
humility and understands past mistakes can be corrected. Commission Chair Neunder’s proposed policy
topics are spot on and provide the prerequisite for positive and constructive change. Other topics such as
the Interlocal Agreement with City of Sarasota, navigational dredging (this is not part of the SEU and the
scope of dredging needed is for drainage not just navigation), and raising stormwater
assessments/revenue are distractions from the policy and direction discussion that should be are the
forefront. These could be tabled and revisited if need be, in the future.

Respectfully,
Stephen M. Suau, P.E.
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