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Minutes from the meeting of 

February 10, 2026

1:30 PM – 4:30 PM

Historic Sebastian Elementary School 1235 Main Street, Sebastian, FL 32958 

Remote Link: https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82590665259 

Member In-person Attendance: Olivia Escandell, Lauren Hall, Chuck Jacoby, Melanie Parker, 
Emily Ralston, Mitch Roffer, Loraé Simpson, Holly Sweat, Wendy Swindell, Charlie Venuto, Laura 
Wilson, Kelly Young 

Member Online Attendance: Aaron Adams, Kyle Bartow, Erin Cartmill, David Cox, Bob Day, 
Elizabeth Kelly, Erin McDevitt, Malcolm McFarland, Wendy Noke-Durden, Linda Walters 

Guest In-person Attendance: Campbell Rich, Thomas Heller, Kevin Kacperowski, Natalie 
Stephens, Mike Johannsen, Ashley Lingwood, Doug Scheidt 

Online Guests: Stacey Cecil, Tess Sailor-Tynes, Jeff Eble, Kelly San Antonio, Eric Charest, Lori 
Morris 

1. Call to Order and Pledge of Allegiance (Dr. Chuck Jacoby, Chair)

Dr. Jacoby called the meeting to order at 1:32 p.m. and led the Pledge of Allegiance.

2. Introductions (Dr. Chuck Jacoby, Chair)

Dr. Jacoby led the group in introductions.

3. Election of Officers (Kathy Hill)

Ms. Hill announced that Chuck Jacoby has volunteered again for the Chair position and
asked for nominations for the open Vice Chair position.

Requested Action: Motion to elect nominated Chair and Vice Chair for Calendar Year 2026.

MOTION WAS MADE BY OLIVIA ESCANDELL TO APPOINT CHUCK JACOBY TO THE CHAIR
POSITION. MOTION WAS SECONDED BY EMILY RALSTON. MOTION PASSED
UNANIMOUSLY.

MOTION WAS MADE BY LORAÉ SIMPSON TO APPOINT HOLLY SWEAT TO THE VICE CHAIR
POSITION. MOTION WAS SECONDED BY CHARLIE VENUTO. MOTION PASSED
UNANIMOUSLY.

4. Agenda Revisions (Chuck Jacoby, Chair)

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82590665259
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             No agenda revisions were brought forward. 

      5.    Consent Agenda (Chuck Jacoby, Chair) 

a.   Approve November 4, 2025, STEM minutes  
b.   Approve Fiscal Year 2027 Tentative Budget 
c.    Approve Fiscal Year 2027 EPA Workplan  

              Requested Action: Motion to approve the Consent Agenda. 

 MOTION WAS MADE BY LORAÉ SIMPSON TO APPROVE THE CONSENT AGENDA. 
 MOTION WAS SECONDED BY HOLLY SWEAT. MOTION PASSED UNANIMOUSLY. 

      6.    Public Comment 

 No public comment was made. 

      7.    Water Quality Reports 

a. Northern and Central IRL (Lauren Hall, SJRWMD) 

Ms. Lauren Hall of SJRWMD presented rainfall data for November through January, 
showing dry conditions. The locations of the continuous monitoring sondes were 
identified, and the collected data were made available on the St. Johns River Water 
Management District website. Water depth declined, as is typical for winter. Salinity 
increased, with the largest increase at the Vero, Mosquito Lagoon, and Titusville 
locations. Temperature fluctuated. The seasonal decline in temperature allows colder 
water to hold more dissolved oxygen (DO), and no hypoxic conditions occurred. Wind 
events caused variability in turbidity throughout the lagoon. Fluorescent Dissolved 
Organic Matter (FDOM) decreased due to dry conditions. Chlorophyll a, a measure of 
phytoplankton in the water, shows bloom activity at several locations. The blooms are 
mixed species. The Northern Indian River Lagoon and Mosquito Lagoon have not 
changed in terms of water clarity. Some improvements have occurred between the 
Melbourne and Vero sites. 

The 2025 Draft seagrass maps have been received, and this information will be shared 
at the next quarterly meeting. Winter transect monitoring is underway, and a satellite 
image showing seagrass coverage was displayed.  

b. Southern IRL (Dr. Melanie Parker, SFWMD) 

Dr. Melanie Parker of SFWMD reported that the data covered February 2nd, and the 
weekly averages covered January 27 through February 2, showing dry conditions. 
Freshwater inflow data showed no releases from Lake Okeechobee since March 29, 
2025. Over the most recent 7-day period, total inflow into the St. Lucie Estuary (SLE) 
averaged 109 cfs, with much of the flow originating from the Tidal Basin. Salinity levels 
have increased steadily since November, with optimal ranges (10–25) occurring only in 
the forks, while the middle and lower estuary remained in stressful ranges (>25). A new 
salinity mapping tool integrating multiple monitoring sources shows that high-salinity 
waters shifted farther upstream from November 2025 to January 2026. 

  Oyster monitoring indicated strong spat recruitment in June 2025, followed by high 
densities in September and expected natural mortality by December, yet overall healthy 
population levels at the Rio station.  
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   Seagrass transect surveys from November showed percent cover ranging from 1% at 
Taylor Creek to 9% at the St. Lucie Inlet site. Halodule was present at all transects and 
was dominant at the Taylor Creek and St. Lucie Inlet sites. Syringodium was most 
prevalent at the Fort Pierce inlet site, and Halophila johnsonii was just slightly more 
prevalent at the Willoughby Creek site. This past year shows seagrass coverage 
increased at three of the four sites compared with the past four years; the exception is 
the Taylor Creek site. 

       8.   Old Business 

              None 

      9.   New Business 

              a.   Fiscal Year 2027 Water Quality Restoration RFP (Duane De Freese) 

Dr. De Freese presented the scoring and ranking of the three submitted Water Quality 
proposals. Two scored above the 75% funding threshold and are therefore available for 
funding. The top-ranked proposal will be fully funded, with the remaining funding 
applied to the second-ranked proposal. 

Requested Action: Motion to recommend that the IRL Council Board of             
Directors accept the IRLNEP STEM Advisory Committee recommendations and           
approve the final ranked list of FY 2027 Water Quality Restoration proposals;           
fund the top proposals contingent and consistent with available funds and           
budgetary authority; and authorize staff to negotiate and enter into contracts           
with those applicants.   

MOTION WAS MADE BY DAVID COX TO RECOMMEND THAT THE IRL COUNCIL BOARD 
OF DIRECTORS ACCEPT THE IRLNEP STEM COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
APPROVE THE FINAL RANKED LIST OF FY 2027 WATER QUALITY RESTORATION 
PROPOSALS; FUND THE TOP PROPOSALS CONTINGENT AND CONSISTENT WITH 
AVAILABLE FUNDS AND BUDGETARY AUTHORITY; AND AUTHORIZE STAFF TO 
NEGOTIATE AND ENTER INTO CONTRACTS WITH THOSE APPLICANTS.  MOTION WAS 
SECONDED BY OLIVIA ESCANDELL. MOTION PASSED. WENDY SWINDELL ABSTAINED. 

              b.   Fiscal Year 2027 Community-Based Restoration RFP (Duane De Freese) 

Dr. De Freese presented the scoring and ranking of the two submitted Community-
Based Restoration proposals. Both proposals were scored above the 75% funding 
threshold. The top-ranked project will be fully funded. A small amount of funding 
remained for the second proposal. Discussion followed. 

Requested Action: Motion to recommend that the IRL Council Board of           
Directors accept the IRLNEP STEM Advisory Committee recommendations and          
approve the final ranked list of FY 2027 Community-Based Restoration             
proposals; fund the top proposals contingent and consistent with available funds         
and budgetary authority; and authorize staff to negotiate and enter into             
contracts with those applicants.   

MOTION WAS MADE BY LAUREN HALL TO RECOMMEND THAT THE IRL COUNCIL 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS ACCEPT THE IRLNEP STEM COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS 
AND APPROVE THE FINAL RANKED LIST OF FY 2027 COMMUNITY-BASED 
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RESTORATION PROPOSALS; FUND THE TOP PROPOSALS CONTINGENT AND 
CONSISTENT WITH AVAILABLE FUNDS AND BUDGETARY AUTHORITY; AND 
AUTHORIZE STAFF TO NEGOTIATE AND ENTER INTO CONTRACTS WITH THOSE 
APPLICANTS. MOTION WAS SECONDED BY KELLY YOUNG. MOTION PASSED 
UNANIMOUSLY. 

c.   Fiscal Year 2027 Science and Innovation RFP (Duane De Freese) 

Dr. Duane De Freese presented the scoring and ranking of the Science and Innovation 
proposals. Eleven proposals were submitted; nine were scored above the 75% funding 
threshold, and two scored below. The available funding will cover the top two 
proposals. Discussion followed. 

Requested Action: Motion to recommend that the IRL Council Board of           
Directors accept the IRLNEP STEM Advisory Committee recommendations and          
approve the final ranked list of FY 2027 Science and Innovation proposals; fund                    
the top proposals contingent and consistent with available funds and budgetary          
authority; and authorize staff to negotiate and enter into contracts with those           
applicants.   

MOTION WAS MADE BY OLIVIA ESCANDELL TO RECOMMEND THAT THE IRL COUNCIL 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS ACCEPT THE IRLNEP STEM COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS 
AND APPROVE THE FINAL RANKED LIST OF FY 2027 SCIENCE AND INNOVATION 
PROPOSALS; FUND THE TOP PROPOSALS CONTINGENT AND CONSISTENT WITH 
AVAILABLE FUNDS AND BUDGETARY AUTHORITY; AND AUTHORIZE STAFF TO 
NEGOTIATE AND ENTER INTO CONTRACTS WITH THOSE APPLICANTS. MOTION WAS 
SECONDED BY CHARLIE VENUTO. MOTION PASSED. EMILY RALSTON, LAUREN HALL, 
WENDY NOKE-DURDEN, LORAÉ SIMPSON ABSTAINED. 

d.   Independent Audit Services (Duane De Freese) 

Dr. De Freese discussed the value of issuing a competitive RFP for independent Audit 
Services. 

Requested Action: Motion to recommend that the IRL Council Board of Directors 
authorize staff to develop and advertise a competitive RFP for Independent Audit 
services. Term of service is five years. 

MOTION WAS MADE BY MITCH ROFFER TO RECOMMEND THAT THE IRL COUNCIL 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS AUTHORIZE STAFF TO DEVELOP AND ADVERTISE A 
COMPETITIVE RFP FOR INDEPENDENT AUDIT SERVICES. TERM IS FIVE YEARS. 
MOTION WAS SECONDED BY HOLLY SWEAT. MOTION PASSED UNANIMOUSLY. 

    10.   IRLNEP Staff Reports 

a.    Community Engagement Update (Kathy Hill) 

Ms. Hill noted that social media engagement declined in the last quarter. The top post 
received 44,010 views. The highlights of the three Community Engagement 
Coordinators were reviewed, and the first-quarter engagement statistics were 
disclosed. 

b.   Information Technology and Data Science Update (KJ Ayres-Guerra) 
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Ms. Ayres-Guerra outlined the tasks completed in the first quarter and requested 
volunteers for the upcoming Envirothon event. 

               c.  IRL Project Update (Kathy Hill) 

Ms. Hill reported on behalf of Daniel Kolodny that 35 CCMP projects and activities are 
currently in progress, with six pending. Three projects or activities were completed 
during the first quarter: The Zip Project, WSP: 2 New Atmospheric Deposition Stations, 
University of Maryland, Baltimore County: The development of a rapid diagnosis assay 

for detecting paralytic shellfish toxins in populations of HAB species Pyrodinium 

bahamense in the IRL. 

d.   Executive Director Report (Duane De Freese)  

     Dr. De Freese gave an update on the reauthorization and appropriations for NEPs. The 
upcoming in-person events were reviewed. The packets contain the Executive Director 
Activity Summary for November through February. 

    11.   Final Comments (Committee, Staff, Public)  

Mitch Roffer, a marine biologist, requested an update on the ½-cent sales tax in Brevard 
County. Dr. De Freese noted that the Commission voted unanimously to move the process 
forward and that county employees have held workshops. Many steps are required to place 
the issue on the ballot. 

 Emily Ralston of Florida Institute of Technology emphasized the need to highlight the 
progress and outcomes of SOIRL-funded projects. 

Heather Stapleton, IRLNEP, stated that a story map tool is available on the Brevard County 
website to promote and educate citizens on SORIL projects. 

Thomas Heller of the Jupiter Narrows Conservation Alliance asked for someone to explain 
how and when the SOIRL tax was established. 

Ashley Lingwood, of Indian River County, asked whether the IRL Council could share 
information about SOIRL with the Management Conference and on social media. 

Lauren Hall, SJRWMD, announced that a 2026 Indian River Lagoon and Upper St. Johns 
River Basin Plan Public Meeting will take place on Thursday, February 12th, at 10:00 a.m. 
Information is available on the district's website. 

    12.   Next Meeting  

             Tuesday, May 5, 2026, at 1:30 p.m. 
              Historic Sebastian Elementary School 1235 Main Street, Sebastian, FL 32958 

   13.    Adjourn   

        The meeting adjourned at 12:20 p.m. 
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NOTE: If a person decides to appeal any decision made by the Board with respect to any matter considered at 
such meeting or hearing, he or she will need a record of the proceedings, and that, for such purpose, he or she 

may need to ensure that a verbatim record of the proceedings is made, which record includes the testimony and 

evidence upon which the appeal is to be based. Section 286.0105, Florida Statutes (2014).  

   
Pursuant to the provisions of the Americans with Disabilities Act, any person requiring special accommodations to 

participate in this workshop/meeting is asked to advise the agency at least 48 hours before the workshop/meeting by 

contacting: Erin Bergman at (314) 347-5854. If you are hearing or speech impaired, please contact the agency using the 

Florida Relay Service, 1(800) 955-8771 (TDD) or 1(800) 955-8770 (Voice). For more information, you may contact: Erin 

Bergman, IRL Council, 1235 Main St, Sebastian, FL 32958, (314) 347-5854, or by email at bergman@irlcouncil.org . 
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