ANNOUNCER: You've tuned in to another
edition of The Break Room, a

weekly conversation about how
the City of St Augustine

works from those who do the
work everyday. Hosted by the

City of St Augustine's
Communications Director, Melissa

Wissel. The Break Room offers a
closer look at the different

City departments and provides
updates on current and upcoming

projects and events. And now
your host, Melissa Wissel.

MELISSA: Welcome to The Break Room. I'm
Melissa Wissel, Communications

Director for the City of St
Augustine. Thanks for tuning

in. We're into our third
interview our City

Commissioners and let's jump
right in and see if you can

guess which one of the
remaining commissioners is

joining me in studio. She's an
Associate Professor of Natural

Sciences at Flagler College and
was instrumental in the

creation of their Coastal
Environmental Science Program,

which I might add is the first
major of its kind in the

history of Flagler College. She
has a Bachelor's Degree in

Zooology from the University of
New Hampshire and a Master of

Science in Marine Biology from
Florida Tech. So, before I give

too much away, I'm going to get
right to it and tell you, we

have Commissioner Barbara
Blonder in The Break Room.

BARBARA: Hello, it's good to be here,
Melissa. Thank you. MELISSA: I am

fascinated by your background.
I don't think I've ever met

someone that is so keenly and
just has your arms around the

environment and all of these
things... Marine, Science, Nature

Conservancy. You've been at
Flagler College for almost 20

years. Let's tell us about you.
You're you're you're newer of

the more seasoned commissioners,
but not as new as our two

newest commissioners. Tell us
about you. BARBARA : Yes, I'm the middle

child. Yes. I grew up in
Fort Lauderdale and we lived

right next to the, to the
saltwater area. Not, I mean we

didn't live on the beach or
anything. But I grew up just

fascinated by fish, and then my
grandmother was a real

enthusiast for birds, and she
really instilled the love of

let's just say life, of all the
different organisms.

And just going on walks,
barefoot walks on the, in the

forest with her on, you know,
with moss is my carpet. You

know, it's just a a wonderful
childhood that led to a passion

for the, you know, ecology, the
our environment, and that's been

my my lifelong, you know, passion,
is doing everything I can to

help. Keep, you know, our
our natural world functioning,

and live, and so forth. MELISSA: When I
think about, the word that comes

to mind for me is conservation.
BARBARA : Yes, that's the right one. MELISSA: And

and then sustainability. And they're really

parallel. Kind of almost can't
have one without the other.

BARBARA: Yeah, they're very, they're very
closely related, but they are

different. Conservation is
about doing what we can to

protect biodiversity. So,
setting aside land that is free

from development, is always
protected in perpetuity for our

grandchildren and their
grandchildren, but for the

organisms that live there. And
sustainability is one of the,

that's conservation is one of
the components of

sustainability, because without
conserving what I call

ecosystem services, the
filtering of air, the carbon

capture, the resilience to
flooding. All of that without

conserving important natural
areas, we don't have

sustainability, which is how we
can continue to have the

quality of life as human beings
that we currently have,

hopefully improve it. And then
pass that on to the next

generations, without a
continuing deficit. MELISSA: And

sustainability, of course, is one
of the big buzzwords around the

City. We have a couple
buzzwords. We've got

environmental. We've got the
conservation, resiliency, you

mentioned. Flooding. All of
these things, your own

background. Share with me,
how did all of that kind of

lead to, running for City
Commission.. Or, did you want to

run for City Commission. I hear there's a

little bit of a story behind
how you came to be running your

office. BARBARA: I was coaxed. An introvert
running for City Commission. And

honestly I never dreamed of
becoming a politician. Like I'm

an introvert, as you know, by nature and so

it's, it's not something where I
have, I always hated public

speaking up until I started
teaching full-time. And so it's,

it politics isn't something
that I sought. But in my

Environmental Science class of
2019, I had a really diverse and

really passionate and smart
group of students and from all

different backgrounds. And they
got, they got, they came to me

one day and they said you know
we're really kind of depressed.

You know, you keep bringing all
these environmental challenges

to us and we feel like they're
too big. What can we do? And

I said do everything you can
do. Like literally start small

and go forward. And I said, I'm
even thinking maybe I should

jump into politics. And they're
like, okay, we'll help. And

there you go. MELISSA: You utter, you
uttered those words. I'm

thinking about. BARBARA: Yeah and so,
they literally, one of them from

that class became one of the
key members of my campaign team. And she drafted several of her friends in Strategic

Communication, which you're
aware of at at the college.

And it just, they inspired me, is
what it came down to. They were

so excited when I ran for
office. And I'm like, well,

that's really the key is
inspiring and engaging our

youth, you know, the the next
generations, to get involved and

feel like when they put their
hard work towards something,

it can make a difference. And so
I'm the embodiment of that

difference and that I bring my
background as a scientist. So

I'm the first and only
scientist who have ever served

on the City Commission so far.
MELISSA: Well, and so that's an

interesting idea, too, though,
because we, we've had great

Commissions in the past. But to
bring that type of expertise,

where I sit in the Commission
Room, which is in the back and

listening. You really have
brought a totally different

approach and vision of what we
need to think about, and how we

think about the things we think
about. BARBARA: I think, thank you. I

I think that I'm not sure that
I've brought a different vision,

but I've brought a, I think I
mean, I think this we've had

great Commissions. You know, so
I think that what I've brought

is a different
understanding. Maybe a

different way of approaching
what we see is, for example,

flooding. Okay well, what do we
do about our wetlands then? And

I, one of how I perceive my one
of my biggest duties on the

City Commission is to help
educate people. My

fellow Commissioners, but also
the public. Because that's what

I am as an educator. And so
getting away from the

scientific jargon and learning
how to help people understand

what is important about what they
appreciate in their quality

of life. And how science and an
an approach that uses science

as a backdrop can help us
achieve those goals. MELISSA: If you are

just now tuning in, you're
listening to The Break Room.

I'm Melissa Wissel,
Communications Director for the

City. And this week, it is my
pleasure to have Commissioner

Barbara Blonder in studio.
We're talking about what a

difference a science
perspective makes and some of

the things that we're facing.
And you mentioned, we've talked

about it here on this
interview. Resiliency and

flooding. Those are huge. Talk
to us a little bit. Let's do a

little bit of an education if
we could about the significance

of the Back-Bay Study. You
were here when the delegation

came to do the walk through. How's this going to make a

difference? Because I think a
lot of people think, another

survey, another, you know.
Study. BARBARA: Well, the

Back-Bay Study is, as many of
you know, is a

three-million-dollar
partnership with between the

City and the Army Corps of
Engineers. And I'm not taking

full credit for this. This was begun
really by Mayor Shaver and

that Commission, and has seen a
couple of Commissions build

toward that There's been a lot
of people who have gotten us to

the point where we're at. But
the important thing is we know

we've got flooding we know
we've got sea level rise, not

going to argue about the causes
of those. But we do know we have

it and we see it increasing all
the time, including nuisance

flooding now. And so we can
adapt to that, you know. We do

lots of things to adapt to it
and say, okay, sea level's

going to rise, we're going to
take these different measures

to you know protect our
buildings and our streets and

our infrastructure. But we also
can mitigate for it. So, there's

two different approaches to
these challenges. This

particularly flooding and other
climate related challenges.

One's the adaptation. One's the
mitigation. Both need to

happen. And mitigation is
actually, it crafting solutions

that are, in our case,
engineered. They're going to be

looking at both green and gray
solutions, which means that

working with the natural org,
the living organisms in our

ecosystem, which is such a
diverse and really truly

healthy ecosystem still, such as
oysters, to reduce the impacts

of wave action and erosion,
and marshgrass is implanting, so

that that helps with not just
carbon sequestration, but also

buffering that wave action and
helping to actually build

the substrate, the
ground, if you will, of these

estuaries. MELISSA: And mangroves?
BARBARA: Mangroves are great for that,
 
too, exactly. I'm sorry, I know
I should have said that right

away. As mangroves continue to
migrate up with warming

climate, they're really good at
helping protect our shorelines.
 And they're great for a
whole lot of things. But and so

are other vegetation in our
estuaries, but those are part of

the green solution and the Army
Corps of Engineers is going to

look at that as a piece of
the puzzle. Our Chief

Resilience Officer, Jessica
Beach, is fabulous with all of

this. She's a wealth of
knowledge. And then the gray,

the gray infrastructure that
might be part of the engineered

solution. You know, seawalls.
That's what everybody typically

thinks of. But we might get more
creative about that. And that's

what the Army Corps of
Engineers.... I think at the end

of this, it's a study, but and
it's a partnership

between local and and federal.
But it's also, I think of it as

a menu of options. And then when
we look at that menu of options,

when they come back to us,
within you know three years,

we'll have public input, you
know, what's what's the cost and

the benefit for all of these
things? How are we going to get

the funding? But, how is it
going to change our lives, you

know, for the better. And what
are some of the costs that are

going to happen, as well? What
are we going to have to give up?

It's not a perfect world. We've got
some very big challenges. And

we've, but we've got we've got
some great people at the helm

who are helping us look at
solutions. MELISSA: And I think, before

we wrap up, the one thing you
just mentioned there at the

tail end is public input. It's
going to be very important. So,

hear us now. Listen when we're
ready to put those invitations

out. We are going to be looking
for public input, because it's

not just the Commission
deciding. BARBARA: Right. And along

the way, it won't be three years
from now, that we'll get the

finished study. Along
the way, we'll have progress

reports. We'll have
opportunities for the

public to listen in, to
participate, and to to give us

some feedback to see if, you 
know, we need a course

correction, for example. Yeah.
So. MELISSA: We are out of time. BARBARA: That

was fast. MELISSA: I told you it would
be fast. Well, thank you so much

for coming. We'll have you
back. We'll continue the

conversation about
conservation, sustainability,

and all those things that we'd
love to have your. BARBARA: Yeah, I'd

really like to talk more about
sustainability, because there's

some initiatives I'm going to
be pushing for in the coming

years. MELISSA: Excellent. Yeah. Thanks
for coming. BARBARA: Sure thing. Thank

you for having me. MELISSA: Absolutely.
If you missed part of this

broadcast and want to go back
from the beginning, you can now

find us on your favorite
podcast. If you'll go to CityStAugRadio.com, you'll
see a listing of all of our

podcasting platforms and links
to past episodes. We want to

keep you informed about what's
happening in and around the

City, and most importantly that
you hear it here from the

people doing the work and
making it happen every day. You

can follow us on our social
media platforms. You'll find us

on Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram @CityStAug.

Until next time, thanks for
tuning in. ANNOUNCER: You've been

listening to The Break Room, a
weekly program addressing

projects and programs offered
by the City of St Augustine.

Join us each week as the City's
Communications Director Melissa

Wissel has in-depth
conversations with the people

who make our town work to meet
the needs of our community. The

Break Room is produced by
Communication Specialist for

the City of St Augustine,
Cindy Walker. See you at this

time next week for another
edition of The Break Room.
