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Protecting South Florida’s Waterways: Speakers and Panel Discussion 
Event Summary 

 

On Thursday, March 29, community members and professionals working in the areas of Government, Public               

Works, Engineering, and Environmental Protection gathered to learn about and discuss the latest technologies              

and efforts to prevent and reduce water pollution in South Florida. The audience participated in Q&A sessions                 

and a panel discussion with leaders in the areas of water pollution, engineering, government and technology.                

SOP Technologies hosted the event at WeWork Lincoln Rd, and the company’s CEO, Emilio Lopez, was the MC                  

and panel discussion moderator for the evening.  
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Attendees 
40 people signed in at the event, including representatives from the following organizations:  

● FL House of Representatives - Representative David Richardson 
● City of Miami Beach 
● FL Department of Environmental Protection 
● University of Miami 
● Surfrider Foundation 
● Town of Surfside 
● City of Coral Gables 
● City of North Miami 
● Village of Key Biscayne 
● City of Doral 
● Town of Surfside 
● City of Lauderdale Lakes 
● Upegui Law Firm 
● The Lerman Group 
● Terraqua Innovations 
● David’s Cafe (in Miami Beach) 

 
Summary of Speaker Presentations  
POLLUTION ISSUES IN BISCAYNE BAY 

● DAVE DOEBLER, President of VolunteerCleanup.org  
o Presentation Topic: Dave Doebler showed several photos and described the sources of pollution 

that are in our waterways. Most pollution such as plastic bottles, plastic bags and other debris are 
caused by people on land (80%). Dave showed photos of pollution in storm drains and explained 
how it’s more expensive to clean the debris the further it goes into the drainage system/pipes.  

o About VolunteerCleanup.org 
 

BISCAYNE BAY MARINE HEALTH SUMMIT FINDINGS  
● STEVE SAULS, Biscayne Bay Marine Health Summit Steering Committee  

o Presentation Topic: Kayaking through the islands, Steve started seeing trash and saw the need for 
a summit leveraged his FIU connections to look at the science behind the trash and broaden the 
focus to Biscayne Bay. He explained the findings from the Biscayne Bay Marine Health Summit. 

o Biscayne Bay Marine Health Summit report available for download here 
 
TECHNOLOGIES TO ADDRESS WATER POLLUTION  

● EMILIO LOPEZ, SOP Technologies 
o Presentation Topic: Emilio shared the various technologies SOP Technologies is providing to 

communities in order to fulfill the company’s mission, which is to Stop Ocean Pollution. The 
technologies include stormwater filters to prevent pollution on the street from going into the 
drainage system, sand cleaning services, water cleaning boats, water analysis using laboratories, a 
mobile app, and consulting services, and custom engineering to help cities identify ideal solutions.  

o About SOP Technologies 
 
PANEL DISCUSSION + Q & A  

● Michael Gongora, Commissioner of the City of Miami Beach 
● Mark Samuelian, Commissioner of the City of Miami Beach 
● Caiti Pomerance, Co-Founder and President of Debris Free Oceans 
● Allain Barnett, Post-doctoral Associate at Florida International University 
● Patrick Shearer, PE. Project Manager, E Scienes, Inc 
● Emilio Lopez, Moderator  
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Major takeaways from the discussions 
● Education is the first step, and many people don’t understand water pollution and its impacts 

● It takes a community effort in order to drive behavior change at a large scale 

● Technologies to address water pollution can also help to reduce costs for cities 

● There are lots of environmental efforts taking place in the Miami area, and it’s important to spread the 

word and engage with people using different communication methods 

● There should be more coordination around efforts to address water pollution 

  
Some notes from the Q&A sessions 

● The Retail Federation was noted as a barrier to implementing some solutions targeting businesses.  
○ Commissioner Michael G. explained that the fight will not be won in Tallahassee, because there 

are not enough Democrats. 
○ Steve S. explained that we need to go together, if we go individually it won’t work. 

● Question about filter locations 
○ Emilio mentioned filters are located on all of Duval Street in Key West (since 2016), and that 

there’s an online map on this page showing filters in the City of Aventura 
https://soptechint.com/3d-models  

● Question about what makes SOP Technologies filters unique/different 
○ Emilio explained that SOP Tech patented the upward flow of water through the filtering medium. 

Essentially, this allows floatables such as plastic bags, styrofoam and leaves to float while water 
flows freely underneath. This means the filter doesn’t clog as quickly as others in the market, 
and Public Works can simply sweep in front of the filters to keep them clean.  

○ In the city of key west, the cleanup crew drives with street sweepers next to the curb, without 
having to push any debris inside the inlet/drains. 

○ Clean up crew won’t have to do vacuums as much and it’s cost effective for the city 
● A Miami Beach resident mentioned that SOP Tech stormwater filters previously installed in Miami 

Beach worked well.  
○ Emilio explained that the filter on Meridian Avenue worked better than Ocean Dr. because there 

was access to sweep in front of the filters (similar to Key West). But, on Ocean Dr., cars often 
park in front of the filter and this makes maintenance more difficult. Emilio is speaking with 
Miami Beach Public Works to revisit the filters and discuss some options.  

● What are we doing to remove styrofoam and plastics, and what are we doing with the waste?  
○ Michael G. explained how his commission is bringing plastics up next meeting and how 

recycling is mandatory 
○ Mark S. talked about the importance of addressing behavior.  

● Comment from audience: We should force businesses to have recycling.  
○ Mark said it’s a good idea 
○ Caiti mentioned that we can influence businesses by recommending that they switch their 

behavior as well. For example: only providing straws when people ask for them, or offering 
paper instead of plastic straws. Also mentioned advocating to the hotel and airline industry. 
Example: Bahamas educates their tourists on what to do/not do 
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○ Mike G. mentioned the need to enforce existing regulations as well 
● How can stormwater filters be implemented in the private sector?  

○ Emilio mentioned that there are jurisdictional considerations when considering what can be 
implemented and where. A major automaker is interested in using SOP Technologies filters for 
a large facility it is currently building, because they want to comply with environmental 
regulations and reduce their cost to keeping a clean stormwater system.  

● What’s the process of implementing stormwater filters?  
○ Emilio said it depends on the customer. With a client in California, SOP Technologies received 

measurements via email, manufactured the filters in Miami and shipped them. The city installed 
them. The company is working to make the process easier by having e-commerce capabilities 
where cities can simply select the sizes of products and purchase online. For local customers or 
large scale purchases, the company can take measurements, manufacture and then install 
using local subcontractors.  

● On the topic styrofoam bans, Caiti explained court cases and how there have been some 
disagreements between state-level and local-level authorities on laws relating to the matter.  

● A self-described 22-year-old in the audience said that using social media is critical to reaching the 
younger generation.  

○ Another audience member mentioned the Facebook group Clean Up Miami Beach.  
● About enforcement of existing laws 

○ Mike G. explained how there is a lack of manpower to enforce 
● Mark S. explained that the cycle that takes place and the behavior change needs to take place. There’s 

also a need to ensure that trash cans and recycling bins are available. 
● Michael G. explained how it is expensive to enforce cleanup, and that young people are influenced by 

socialites and celebrities, and incorporating them into the message may help. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Speaker and panelist bios on the pages below 
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Michael Gongora, Commissioner, City of Miami Beach 
 
Michael Góngora cares passionately about making a difference. He has been elected to his third 
non-consecutive term as Miami Beach Commissioner having previously served 2006 – 2007 with 
Former Mayor David Dermer and 2009 – 2013 with Former Mayor Matti Herrera Bower. Shortly 
after being elected in 2007, Commissioner Góngora pushed for the first citywide recycling 
program, founded the City's Sustainability Committee and helped create a long-term plan 
designed to encourage developers to erect greener buildings. To alleviate flooding, Góngora was 
instrumental in enacting the stormwater master plan which first included the pump stations to 
keep Miami Beach dry. 
 
In 2000, Commissioner Góngora began his public service as President of the Miami Beach Latin 
Chamber of Commerce, where he served three terms.  Góngora also chaired various boards and 
committees including serving as President of the Environmental Coalition of Miami and the 
Beaches (ECOMB).  A practicing community association attorney, he served two non-consecutive 
terms as President of the Miami Beach Bar Association. 
 
While president of the Miami Beach Bar Association, Góngora re-established the North Beach Pro 
Bono Law Clinic to provide free legal consultations to low-income residents. In 2010, Góngora 
became the first Miami Beach Commissioner to serve on the Board of Directors for Council 
Towers — providing affordable housing for our elderly residents and expanding senior 
low-income food programs. 
 
During his tenure as Commissioner, Góngora served on all sub-committees including Finance, 
Neighborhoods, Land Use and Sustainability and was Miami Beach's liaison to the Miami-Dade 
County League of Cities as well as the Miami-Dade County Film & Entertainment Advisory Board. 
Before being first elected Commissioner, he served on several Miami Beach Boards including the 
Zoning Board of Adjustment, Design Review Board and as Special Master over Code Compliance. 
 
Góngora has particularly emphasized municipal support of education as healthy communities 
result from a first-class educational system. Success begins with supporting teachers and 
students with additional City resources. He regularly visits classrooms to educate students about 
real-world issues. Góngora says that serving as Principal for a Day at South Pointe Elementary 
was an eye-opener to the challenges educators face daily.  His collaboration with South Pointe 
Elementary PTA resulted in improved parent/teacher communication and a privately funded 
foundation to assist the school. Góngora actively supported and will continue to support the 
City’s participation in the International Baccalaureate Program. As Commissioner, Góngora 
sponsored the City of Miami Beach partnership with the Anti-Defamation League's “No Place for 
Hate” program in public schools. 
 
As a citizen activist and elected official, Góngora knows that meeting with residents, business 
people and neighborhood organizations to listen and understand their needs is the most 
valuable skill a Commissioner can have. He knows that everyone’s input is integral to our shared 
future.  He is enthused and energetic about returning to public office and looks forward to 
advocating for the residents of Miami Beach. 
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Mark Samuelian, Commissioner, City of Miami Beach 
 
Mark Samuelian’s roots in South Florida and Miami Beach run deep. His grandfather lived in 
Coral Gables and Mark’s love for the area started in early childhood. A homeowner in Miami 
Beach since 2003, he enjoys the richness and diversity of its residents and neighborhoods. Mark 
met Laura Dominguez (his life partner) in 2012 and they live on the Venetian Islands. 
 
This passion for his community allowed him to be elected to the Miami Beach City Commission in 
November 2017 with overwhelming resident support.  He received 68% of the votes cast and 
won the majority of votes in all 24 precincts. 
 
Mark combines the skills of a seasoned business executive with the experience of a proven 
community leader. A former partner at the professional services firm Accenture, he brings three 
decades of business and technology expertise to the City Commission. He is the past President of 
Miami Beach United, an established city-wide resident advocacy organization. He has served on 
the Board of the Belle Isle Residents’ Association and the Pets’ Trust Advisory Board. He has both 
attended and lectured for the Good Government Initiative. 
 
Mark is a graduate of the Miami Beach Leadership Academy and serves on the Board of 
Governors of the Miami Beach Chamber of Commerce. As a former national chess champion, he 
also actively supports Miami Beach scholastic chess as a coach and mentor. 
 
Mark was born in Boston, MA, where his grandparents settled after immigrating to the United 
States. He attended public schools and was the first person in his family to earn a college degree. 
Mark learned much from his mother and father – a hardworking small business owner who 
worked tirelessly for 50 years. His parents approached every day with enthusiasm, a desire for 
excellence and a selfless dedication to providing a better set of opportunities for the next 
generation. Mark carries these qualities of commitment and passion to all his work. 
 
Mark holds an engineering degree cum laude from Georgia Tech and an MBA from the Wharton 
School at the University of Pennsylvania. 
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Steve Sauls, FIU VP for Governmental Relations (retired), Biscayne Bay Marine Health Summit 
Steering Committee 
 
Sauls is an accomplished public affairs specialist, having spent much of the past 25 years building 
Florida International University (FIU), into a top public research institution.  With more than 
54,000 students, FIU is an anchor institution in Miami and critical community asset, 
 
With more than 45 years of governmental relations experience both in Washington, DC, 
Tallahassee and Miami, Florida, Sauls maintains an extensive public affairs network.  He served 
as a senior political and legislative advisor, lobbyist, fund-raiser and communications strategist 
for legislative leaders including former Florida Governor and U.S. Senator Bob Graham, Florida 
House Speaker Tom Gustafson, Florida Commissioner of Education Ralph Turlington and two 
Members of Congress.  
 
A successful strategist, Sauls played critical roles in FIU’s winning efforts to establish both a law 
school and a medical school and to expand graduate programs.  He obtained millions of dollars 
in research funds for the International Hurricane Research Center and operating funds for the 
Wolfsonian and was a catalytic leader for FIU’s successful University City initiative. 
 
Since retirement, Sauls has continued to serve as an ex officio member of the Wolfsonian-FIU 
Museum Board of Directors, and a consultant to FIU on strategic issues; a leader of the Biscayne 
Bay Marine Health Summit, and advisor for Miami’s New Leaders’ Council, which mentors 
emerging community leaders. He was recently elected to the board of the MIMO neighborhood 
association. Before retirement, Sauls served on the governing board of the Greater Miami 
Chamber of Commerce, and was a founding member and subsequent chair of the Miami Beach 
Cultural Arts Council. He also served on the executive committee of Seven/50, Southeast Florida’s 
seven-county/50 year regional planning project 
 
In 2005, Sauls joined the global headquarters of Office Depot as Vice President for Corporate 
Relations with responsibility for philanthropy, community relations and environmental 
performance. While there, he launched the Fortune 150 company’s $7.5 million “Education and 
Diversity Partnership” philanthropic initiative.   He then returned to FIU to complete his career. 
 
Sauls authored the Refugee Education Assistance Act of 1980, which Congress passed to provide 
educational help to Mariel and Haitian refugees. As a result, he was appointed by the Governor 
as  Director of the Florida Washington Office. In addition to a Masters in Public Administration 
(public finance) from George Washington University, Sauls earned a BS in Journalism (public 
relations) from the University of Florida with high honors.  A Vietnam veteran, he was 
Editor-in-Chief of the student newspaper and a member of Florida Blue Key.  In Miami, he has 
been an active member of the community. A tireless advocate for the transforming power of 
education, Sauls considers his greatest achievements to be the successes of the many students 
he has mentored along the way who are now involved in the highest levels of federal, state and 
local government. 
An outdoor enthusiast, Sauls, frequently kayaks to the islands in Biscayne Bay, and is engaged in 
on-going efforts to clean up the bay.   He is an advocate of good management with community 
participation and believes a life filled with art is essential to a good quality of life. 
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Allain Barnett, Post-doctoral Associate, FIU 
Dr. Allain Barnett is a post-doctoral associate working with the Institute for Water and 
Environment, and the School of International and Public Affairs. Allain has a diverse research 
experience, including research in aquatic community ecology as a Master’s Student, 
ethnographic research of lobster fishing communities in Nova Scotia during his PhD at Arizona 
State University, collaborative research on common-pool resources and institutional analysis, 
and marine debris mapping and recovery projects as a post-doc at University of New Brunswick. 
His current research interests focus on applying insights from vulnerability analysis, institutional 
analysis, coupled infrastructure systems analysis, and political geography to examine 
social-ecological-technological systems. As a member of the Miami Urban Resilience to Extremes 
Sustainability Research Network, Allain is examining the political and institutional barriers and 
bridges to adopting infrastructure to enhance the resilience of the cities of Miami and Miami 
Beach to sea level rise and extreme events.  
 

 

Caiti Pomerance, Co-Founder/President, Debris free Oceans 
Caiti Pomerance received her B.A. from the University of Miami in Ecosystem Science and Policy, 
and thereafter received her J.D. from the University of Florida Levin College of Law where she 
specialized in coastal and marine law and policy. While at the University of Florida, Caiti worked 
in the Conservation Clinic to facilitate the establishment of a marine protected area in the 
Bahamas and worked with other nonprofit organizations to fulfill their marine conservation 
goals, including the Surfrider Foundation and Audubon Florida. Upon graduation from law 
school, Caiti and two other UF Law graduates founded Debris Free Oceans, a nonprofit dedicated 
to inspiring local communities to responsibly manage the lifecycle of plastics and waste as part of 
a global initiative to eradicate marine debris. The organization focuses on raising awareness of 
the issue of single-use plastics through education, research and policy in Miami, Florida. Caiti is 
also a Board Member of the Marine and Waterfront Protection Authority for the City of Miami 
Beach and Program & Outreach Director for the Herbert W. Hoover Foundation.  
 

 

Dave Doebler, President, VolunteerCleanup.org 
Dave Doebler is an environmental activist and accidental researcher who stumbled on the 
marine debris issue in Biscayne Bay while kayaking. Since 2012, he has been working 
collaboratively with elected officials and city staff around the county to reduce the input of debris 
into the bay. As Chair of the Miami Beach Sustainability Committee, Dave has helped lead the 
charge for many changes including a ban on uncovered polystyrene boating docks and supplies, 
increased focus on storm water pollution controls including maintenance and design in the new 
pump stations, city-wide ban on the sale of polystyrene products, increased waterway cleanups, 
increasing recycling, and reducing cigarette butt litter. Dave also co-founded 
VolunteerCleanup.Org with his partner Dara Schoenwald, whose website is a valuable resource 
to connect people leading cleanups with volunteers who are eager to help. Last year, 
VolunteerCleanup.Org facilitated over 250 cleanups which pulled over 50,000 pounds of debris 
primarily from Biscayne Bay.  

 

Emilio Lopez , CEO, SOP Technologies 

Emilio co-founded SOP Technologies after patenting a new technology to prevent debris and 
pollution from entering natural bodies of water. He works with municipal Public Works 
departments, Stormwater Engineers, Environmental community members and technology 
companies to design and build solutions to address global pollution issues.  

Emilio is a seasoned speaker, has diverse experience with both Fortune 500 companies and tech 
startups, and is knowledgeable in the areas of physical and digital technologies. 
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