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Changes in Coral Reef Conservation Program Staff  

Jamie Monty, Manager, Coral Reef Conservation Program 

As I’m sure many of you have heard, we’ve had some changes 

to the Florida Department of Environmental Protection’s (FDEP) Coral 

Reef Conservation Program (CRCP) staff recently.  

First, Christopher Boykin, our long-time Awareness and Ap-

preciation Coordinator, recently left the agency and took the position 

of Executive Director of the Pelican Harbor Seabird Station. I am 

pleased to announce that Ana Zangroniz has joined our team as the 

new Awareness and Appreciation Coordinator. Ana comes to us with a 

Bachelor’s in Photography and a Master’s in Marine Affairs. She has 

worked at Biscayne National Park as an Interpretive Park Ranger and 

helped facilitate their most recent set of General Management Plan public meetings. She has held an environmental 

policy internship, has a wide variety of teaching experience, is an avid diver, and started her career as a photogra-

pher for a New York newspaper. As Christopher before her, Ana will be taking on Southeast Florida Coral Reef Ini-

tiative (SEFCRI) website updates, Public Service Announcements, outreach events, teacher trainings, and rotating 

coral resource trunk projects, as well as serving as the FDEP CRCP communications lead. 

Second, Ben Wahle, our Our Florida Reefs (OFR) Assistant, has moved on, coincidentally, to the home of 

my undergraduate alma mater, Salisbury, Maryland (Go Seagulls!). Starting January 5th, Cody Bliss will join FDEP 

CRCP as the new OFR Assistant. Cody comes to us with a Bachelor’s in Biology and a Master’s in Biology and 

Coastal Zone Management. He worked for Nova Southeastern University Oceanographic Center as the Coral Nurse-

ry Initiative Outreach Coordinator, and AmeriCorps, and has much teaching, education and outreach, and event/

meeting planning experience. Like Ben, Cody will be helping with all aspects of the SEFCRI Our Florida Reefs 

community planning process, including taking minutes at the OFR Community Working Group meetings. He’ll 

quickly become a master Tetris® packer – fitting all of the OFR meeting materials plus 3 staff members in one car, 

and will keep www.ourfloridareefs.org up to date. 

Although we will miss Christopher and Ben, I’m excited 

about the skills and experiences that Ana and Cody bring to the 

table, and I know they are looking forward to working with you all. 

Please join me in congratulating Christopher and Ben on their new 

positions, and in welcoming Ana and Cody to the SEFCRI 

family! 

Above: Awareness & Appreciation Coordinator Ana Zangroniz 

Right: Our Florida Reefs Assistant Cody Bliss 

http://www.ourfloridareefs.org
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Creation of SEFCRI Volunteer Speakers Bureau 

Kristina Trotta, Field and Administrative Assistant  
Ana Zangroniz, Awareness and Appreciation Coordinator 

This past November, the Coral Program trained 16 new volunteers to be a part of our Volunteer Speakers Bureau. Over the 

next year, these citizens have committed to giving six talks about southeast Florida’s coral reefs, including threats, research, and 

management. The presentation will also inform audiences about the Southeast Florida Coral Reef Initiative (SEFCRI), the ongo-

ing Our Florida Reefs community planning process, and ways to become involved.  

Our volunteers will be speaking to a wide variety of groups, including Toastmasters, Florida Master Naturalists, church groups, 

and many more.  Thanks to the help of the Volunteer Speakers’ Bureau, we will be able to expand the reach of the Coral Reef 

Conservation Program across the four-county region to ensure that more south Florida residents know about our incredible 

reefs. If your organization is interested in viewing the presentation or if you’d like to become part of the Volunteer Speaker’s 

Bureau, please contact: coral@dep.state.fl.us.  

SEFCRI Outreach Continues in 2015 

Ana Zangroniz, Awareness and Appreciation Coordinator 

In 2015, the Southeast Florida Coral Reef Initiative (SEFCRI) will continue  increasing awareness and appreciation  for 

southeast Florida reefs by participating in public outreach events. The new year will kick off with the Port Salerno Seafood Fes-

tival in Martin County on January 24, to be followed by: 

The Miami Boat Show: February 12-16, 2015, Miami 

Blue Wild Expo: February 21-22, 2015, Fort Lauderdale 

Gumbo Limbo Nature Center’s Sea Turtle Day: February 28, 2015, Boca Raton 

The Dania Marine Flea Market: March 12-16, 2015, Dania Beach 

The Palm Beach Boat Show: March 26-29, 2015, West Palm Beach 

Earth Month classes: April 2015, Miami 

These events feature the SEFCRI booth filled with visual and tactile materials. We offer several brochures, give-aways 

with the www.southeastfloridareefs.net website to drive traffic to more information, and even teaching aids. Our e-mail sign-up 

sheet allows teachers and other groups to request materials to be sent right to them. Hundreds of stakeholders visit throughout 

the duration of the event, providing a terrific opportunity for local engagement. We also update materials provided at the booth 

according to what’s happening on the reefs at that time (for example, advertising BleachWatch classes in spring/summer), so 

that repeat visitors get different information each event they visit the SEFCRI booth. 

Coral Reef Conservation Program staff typically work these events, which range from 2-5 days. However, due to lim-

ited staff capacity, we can only staff a limited number of events each year, and usually a single individual works the booth dur-

ing the event. A second person in the form of a volunteer truly works wonders and enables SEFCRI to engage with an even 

greater number of attendees. We’re looking for volunteers, but don’t worry – we’ll provide training materials and you’ll shadow 

a staff member. As a friendly reminder to those of you who are SEFCRI team members, the SEFCRI Charter states that team 

members may be called upon at least once within their term limit to help staff at least one SEFCRI educational booth event. This 

participation is appreciated tremendously, empowers volunteers to be a resource to their neighbors about southeast Florida coral 

reefs, helps get the word out to even more people about the good work that SEFCRI does, and provides volunteers with the op-

portunity to attend a local community event. If you are interested in volunteering for any of the abovementioned events, please 

contact: coral@dep.state.fl.us. Stay tuned for us at other area events! 

mailto:coral@dep.state.fl.us
mailto:coral@dep.state.fl.us
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The Reef Injury Prevention and Response (RIPR) Program Partners with the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary 

Mollie Sinnott, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Coordinator 

Melissa Sathe, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Technician 

The Reef Injury Prevention and Response (RIPR ) has reaching out 

to the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary to get the word out about Florida’s 

Coral Reef Protection Act. RIPR staff made presentations and will con-

tinue to present at flotilla and division meetings about how to protect 

our reefs. The presentation will be incorporated into boater safety clas-

ses throughout southeast Florida, teaching new boaters how to use 

mooring buoys, anchor in safe locations, and abide by the Coral Reef 

Protection Act. Additionally, RIPR staff promoted newly developed 

products: a Mooring Buoy Map of Southeast Florida and an instruction 

card on how to use a smart phone app  designed to show one’s live 

position over the reefs while boating. These products will also be dis-

tributed by the Auxiliary members at vessel inspections in an effort to 

reach more of the boating community. These products provide boaters 

with a way of safely diving and fishing our local reefs and we look for-

ward to our growing partnership with the Auxiliary.    

Reef Injury Prevention and Response (RIPR) Program Removes Harmful Bottom Paint from an Orphan Grounding 

Site 

Mollie Sinnott, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Coordinator 

Melissa Sathe, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Technician 

Pursuant to the Coral Reef Protection Act, it is illegal to damage coral reef resources. Often the responsible party (RP) 

can be identified in a reef injury event, but when the RP is unknown the area becomes known as an “orphan site.” The Reef In-

jury Prevention and Response Program (RIPR) was informed of an orphan injury site by divers from a partner agency, Miami-

Dade County Division of Environmental Resources (DERM), which was characterized by patches of red bottom paint left be-

hind from a grounded vessel. When this occurs, patches can prohibit the growth of corals or other reef animals, but can often be 

easily removed by trained staff . On September 4, 2014 a field 

team consisting of CRCP divers visited the site and successfully 

removed a majority of the bottom paint. The completion of this en-

deavor was significant because ultimately, the chances of coral 

growth and reef animal development increases, allowing for better 

development of the entire habitat.  

From left: United States Coast Guard Auxiliary member Dan Hess, Field & Administrative Assistant Kristina 

Trotta, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Coordinator Mollie Sinnott and United States Coast Guard Auxiliary 

member William Tejerio. 

Right: Download the free smart phone app that shows what type of 

habitat is under your boat! This way, boaters can anchor safely in the 

sand.  For more information, go  here: 

http://southeastfloridareefs.net/coral-relief/coral-reef-protection-act/ 

http://southeastfloridareefs.net/coral-relief/coral-reef-protection-act/
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Summer of Science Concludes for 2014 

Kristina Trotta, Administrative and Field Assistant 

FDEP’s Summer of Science has come to a close and it has been a resounding success! You may remember 

reading about our Reef Visual Census project in our summer 2014 newsletter – an important evaluation of the sizes 

and types of fish that live on our local reefs. Between June and October, our dive team was able to sample 23 sites as 

part of a larger effort that visited nearly 300 locations in Miami-Dade, Broward, Palm Beach and Martin counties.   

The information that was collected has been passed along to our partner, Nova Southeastern University, to 

evaluate and study. Through their work, we will be able to determine a baseline of our local fish population, which 

will help us detect any changes in the future. We will continue to collect data over the next year  and our divers are 

excited about the opportunity to get in the water and collect this important information again next summer!   

Our Florida Reefs Community Planning Process Update 

Meghan Balling, Fishing, Diving and Other Uses Coordinator 

During 2014, the Our Florida Reefs (OFR) Community Working Groups (CWG) moved through their edu-

cational phase (details in our summer 2014 newsletter) as well as their initial recommended management action 

phase. Both the North and the South Community Working Groups met monthly from March through November, and 

worked diligently to compile a list of almost 300 recommended management actions, activities that they believe help 

enhance or maintain the condition of coral reef ecosystems or reduce threats to coral reef ecosystems to ensure their 

long-term self-renewal. Working group members, who represent local, state and federal agencies, academic institu-

tions, conservation non-governmental organizations, diving interests, fishing interests, private businesses, water-

sports, and citizens at large, participated in outreach events throughout 2014 to obtain feedback from their stakehold-

er groups and have brought these nearly 300 ideas to the table to reviewed  within the groups. Next steps include 

recommendation review by the Southeast Florida Coral Reef Initiative (SEFCRI) Team, SEFCRI Technical Adviso-

ry Committee (TAC), and Coastal Ocean Task Force in December 2014/January 2015. Draft recommended manage-

ment actions from both the North CWG and the South CWG are available on www.ourfloridareefs.org. Monthly 

meetings will resume in March 2015 when the CWGs will continue to refine, combine, augment, and prioritize rec-

ommended management actions and create spatial plans for a subset of recommendations.   
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DEP CRCP’s BleachWatch Program Helps Capture Summer 2014 Coral Bleaching Event 

Karen Bohnsack, Reef Resilience Coordinator 

This past summer, beautiful warm and calm conditions prompted many divers in southeast Florida to hit the 

water. What they discovered in many areas was both unexpected and, for some, unfamiliar – many of the corals had 

turned white!  

This phenomenon, known as coral bleaching, occurs when corals lose their symbiotic algae, zooxanthellae, 

which provide food and oxygen to the coral and are also largely responsible for their normal, healthy coloration. 

While this is a natural occurrence that appears to some extent every year, the summer 2014 event proved to be more 

severe and widespread than what has been observed in southeast Florida in at least ten years. Such large-scale mass 

coral bleaching events are driven by warm sea temperatures and intensified by light stress, both of which increase 

during periods of low winds and minimal cloud cover. While such conditions are ideal for divers, corals can bleach 

if they continue uninterrupted. Conversely, as conditions improve, corals can regain their symbiotic algae and sur-

vive the bleaching event. 

FDEP’s CRCP and a network of divers helped to capture the summer 2014 coral bleaching event through 

the SEAFAN BleachWatch program. Now in its second year, SEAFAN BleachWatch is a community-based coral 

bleaching early warning network where local divers and snorkelers are trained to identify and report coral bleaching. 

FDEP staff monitor satellite sea surface temperature data and evaluate those observer network reports to produce 

monthly summaries of conditions in southeast Florida. 

A total of 35 reports were received this summer, most from Miami-Dade and Broward Counties. These re-

ports generally reflect the change in bleaching severity between June and November, escalating from reports of mild 

bleaching in the early summer, to more severe and widespread bleaching in August and September, then gradually 

returning to mild bleaching observations in October and November. Types of coral affected included everything 

from branching corals such as staghorn and finger corals, to brain corals, and mounding/boulder corals, including 

great star coral, massive starlet coral and mustard hill coral, among others. In addition to stony corals, divers also 

observed bleached gorgonians, Palythoa,  and fire coral. Although water temperatures have now cooled, some corals 

may still be exhibiting signs of stress from previous conditions. FDEP and partners will conduct follow-up surveys 

in early 2015 to attempt to determine the impact of the 2014 bleaching event and the status of coral recovery. 

Many thanks to all of the dedicated members of the BleachWatch observer network, and especially to ob-

servers from Force-E Pompano and Divers Direct Miami for being especially active participants of the BleachWatch 

program this year. We’ll see you next summer! 

To view this summer’s Current Conditions Reports and for more information about the BleachWatch Program, visit: 

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/coastal/programs/coral/bleachwatch.htm. Additional BleachWatch training classes will be 

offered starting in spring 2015. 

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/coastal/programs/coral/bleachwatch.htm
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Meet SEFCRI Vice-Chair Captain Frank Schmidt 

Ana Zangroniz, Awareness and Appreciation Coordinator 

Frank Schmidt has been a Southeast Florida Coral Reef Initiative (SEFCRI) Team member since the incep-

tion of SEFCRI in 2004, and a Vice-Chair (leadership of SEFCRI) since 2013. In his early days as a team member, 

Schmidt completed the “homework” tasks assigned to him, including his work on Fishing, Diving, and Other Uses 

(FDOU) Project 38: Develop a reef protection campaign for SCUBA divers. Since taking on his current role as one 

of the nine SEFCRI Vice-Chairs, he has helped with more administrative tasks, such as reviewing resumes, partici-

pating in phone calls, surveys and attending meetings. Schmidt has helped find individuals to recruit for SEFCRI 

Team seats and later the Our Florida Reefs (OFR) Community Working Groups. While the work proved interesting, 

Schmidt often felt frustrated, as though he were not doing enough to actively participate in the conservation of 

southeast Florida’s reefs. 

Schmidt, a long-time local captain, scuba instructor and fisherman partnered with Steven Attis of Vone Re-

search to create a grass roots awareness effort and a video entitled "Preserving Our Treasures". Their desired result 

was similar in intent to what the Southeast Florida Action Network (SEAFAN) is today. Their efforts entailed both 

Schmidt and Attis actively visiting over 15 local diving and fishing clubs and presenting their self-produced film 

about the reefs. Their goal at these meetings was to share reef protection ideas and collect diving and fishing club 

members’ prized locations along the reefs, then later visit them and survey these high valued areas. GPS locations 

were then shared with both the Florida Department of Environmental Protection and Coastal Planning and Engineer-

ing companies. Schmidt and Attis also left their personal phone numbers with members so that marine incidents 

could be reported and later monitored. 

The great majority of this project happened about seven to ten years ago. 

Since then, the implementation of SEAFAN has greatly increased Schmidt 

and Attis’ mission. Schmidt says “SEAFAN became a conduit for problem 

reporting. [SEAFAN] will follow up. They’re established. If we would have 

had SEAFAN in our pocket when we went around to these clubs, it would 

have been dynamite.” 

Left: Captain Frank 

Schmidt displays an 

invasive lionfish 

speared off of Deer-

field Beach in 80 feet 

of water summer of 

2014. Photo by Lisa 

Young.  
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Meet SEFCRI Vice-Chair Captain Frank Schmidt, continued 

Schmidt attributes the increased awareness of SEFCRI and endeavors of the Florida Department of Environ-

mental Protection’s (FDEP) Coral Reef Conservation Program (CRCP) to additional presentations delivered to local 

fishing clubs by staff, contractors, and team members, especially CRCP Assistant Manager Lauren Waters and Nova 

Southeastern University graduate student Amanda Costaregni. These presentations augmented exposure and identi-

fied Schmidt as a credible representative for what was happening with the management of Florida’s reef system. 

While out on the water, Schmidt often approaches other boaters and politely informs them of the Florida 

Coral Reef Protection Act (he removed “if they are anchored on the reef”). These encounters are initially met with 

resistance, but change in tone when Schmidt identifies himself not as a law enforcement officer, but a “filter,” as he 

calls it, for the SEFCRI. In other words, he’s a non-scientist, non-academic representative of the fishing community 

and the reef. These interactions have resulted in Schmidt observing changes in behavior from fishers and boaters out 

on the water. Concern for the reef is heightened.  

“Instead of tossing an anchor overboard in water to catch some bait or dive, the question is now asked, ‘are 

we over a reef?’” Schmidt says. He adds,  “If you went out 10 years ago [during a fishing tournament], you’d find 

chum boxes floating on the surface soda cans discarded over the side” he says. We’ve proved to the fisherman [that 

the cans and chum boxes are not biodegradable and messing up the reefs]. And people are starting to listen.” 

“SEFCRI [is] not just academics and science- they're recognized and concerned people to be listen to. Our 

efforts are paying off.” Schmidt feels very positive about the collaborative efforts currently ongoing and paving the 

way for the future. “What we’re doing with SEFCRI, SEAFAN, and OFR is so much better than trying to do things 

on your own. [These projects] are really accepted, they are right on. We are making a difference." 
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