
Agricultural innovation unveiled 
at May Nursery in Havana
Hannah Carter
Gadsden County News Service

Last week, 
g r o u n d b r e a k i n g 
agricultural innovation 
was unveiled at the May 
Nursery in Havana.

AECOM, the world’s 
trusted infrastructure 
consulting firm, developed 
a new technology with the 
capacity to increase 
agricultural sustainability 
across the nation.

Through transforming 
harmful algae blooms into 
a sustainable fertilizer, 
AECOM’s innovation 
will utilize the building 
block of life to strengthen 
agriculture: the building 
block of our society.

Dan Levy, P.G., 
AECOM’s vice president 
and environment global 
director, explains that 

most individuals don’t 
understand the potential 
impact of algae.

Due to population 
growth, nutrient run-off, 
and global warming, 
harmful and toxic algae 
blooms are increasing.

“They’re becoming 
larger, lasting longer, and 
growing more toxic. We 
needed a solution,” says 
Levy.

In an attempt to remove 
harmful algae from water 
sources, AECOM 
developed a patent-
pending process called 
“hydronucliation.”

Hydronucliation can 
rapidly remove algae from 
a water source by adding 
and releasing pressurized 
water, causing algae to 
float to the top, while 
dense water remains at the 
bottom.

Through this process, 
AECOM engineers have 
developed a closed-
looped system to purify 
water and create 
sustainable fertilizer.

“By removing algae, we 
can remove fertilizer 
nutrients from the water, 
decarbonize the 
atmosphere, and return it 
as a sustainable fertilizer,” 
Levy explains.

The rapid removal of 
algae from water sources 
is a “groundbreaking 
process” and will aid the 
agricultural industry’s 
journey towards 
sustainability.

“It felt like creating 
fire,” says Levy.

Although AECOM 
developed the technology, 
partnerships with the 
University of Florida, 
Havana’s May Nursery, 

the Northwest Florida 
Water Management 
District, the United States 
Environmental Protection 
Agency, and others 
allowed for increased 
impact of the project.

In celebration of 
AECOM’s innovation, 
the May Nursery hosted 
an unveiling on Tuesday.

Community members 
gathered to see the new 
technology first-hand, and 
representatives from 
various institutions and 
agencies spoke to praise 
the project.

Daniel Blackman, the 
Region Four Regional 
Administrator of the 
state’s Environmental 
Protection Agency, 
attended Tuesday’s events 
and expressed his 
excitement and support 
for the project.

“Algae harvesting is a 
wonderful opportunity to 
clean our water systems. 
We have to remember that 
the foundation of our 
country is agriculture and 
farming. The better we’re 
able to reuse, repurpose, 
and restore, the better 
everyone is,” says 
Blackman. “Our goal is to 
support technology that 
removes algae and 
restores our waterways. 
We’re proud to be here 
and proud to support 
projects that align with the 
EPA’s mission.”

Blackman emphasized 
the local impact of 
AECOM’s project.

“This is happening in 
Florida, and it’s 
connecting counties and 
cities across the state,” he 
states.

For Floridians looking 

to contribute to 
agricultural sustainability, 
Blackman encourages 
individuals to get involved 
by investing in local 
agriculture, like the May 
Nursery, and seeking 
education about 
sustainability efforts, 
many of which can be 
found at epa.gov

According to Levy, 
AECOM’s technology 
will be the “anchor point 
in how the rest of the 
country will move 
forward.”

Following Tuesday’s 
event, AECOM will 
continue to develop their 
technology and work to 
increase its accessibility 
across the nation, in hopes 
that AECOM will become 
“the ideal stewards of how 
all agriculture will be 
done in the future.”
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“We’ve had ongoing 
teacher shortages in 
Gadsden County in years 
past. It’s been very 
difficult to get high-
quality teachers into 
Gadsden County,” said 
Key.

Key adds that it is 
teachers - more so than 
principals and 
administrators - who 
make a difference in the 
educational gains of a 
county.

“You can get a good 
administrator,  but it is 
the teachers who are 
face-to-face with the 
kids everyday,” Key 
adds. “Not having those 
great teachers with our 
kids every day has been 

one of the major 
problems in Gadsden.”

Key notes that while 
Gadsden County has 
been able to offer pay 
raises and better salaries 
to teachers, aimed at 
changing the dynamic of 
competition that Gadsden 
has with neighboring 
Leon County (which has 
historically been able to 
offer higher wages to 
teachers), the battle is 
‘not yet won’.

“We have not won that 
battle,” said Key. 
“Getting our educators to 
stay in Gadsden County - 
or getting back our 
teachers [who have left] 
will make a difference.”

The other factor at play 
in the low reading scores, 
Key notes though, takes 
place at home.

“What’s going on in 
the home, and how can 
we negate what has 
happened in the home 
once the kids get to us?” 
said Key, saying that 
parents need to get 
involved in their child’s 
education.

Key also expressed a 
need for students to have 
experienced at-home 
conversations on 
academic vocabulary 
with their parents.

According to Key, 
‘academic vocabulary’ 
are conversations that 
focus on an 
understanding of proper 
English language, paired 
with parent-child 
discussions that focus on 
education, development, 
and understanding of 
learning materials.

“Our kids don’t come 
prepared [with academic 
vocabulary],” said Key. 
“These are not the 
conversations they are 
having day-to-day at 
home. We’ve got to 
change those dynamics.”

Key, who is also a 
parent with children in 
Gadsden County schools, 
says he has to prioritize 
holding academic-
themed conversations at 
home in order to inspire 
that “academic 
vocabulary” within his 
own family.

It means correcting his 
children when they are 
using incorrect 
vocabulary, holding 
conversations that foster 
an interest in education, 
and encouraging his 
children to correct him 
when his own vocabulary 
slips up.

“It helps [my kids] 
when they go to take 
tests,” said Key.

But Key does 
acknowledge that not all 
parents may be equipped 
to hold those conversations.

“The drop-out rate in 
the past [for Gadsden 
County] has been high,” 
said Key.

Due to years of high 
school students not 
making it to graduation, 
some of those prior 
students are now parents 
with their own children 
in the school system - 
and Key says the district 
needs to reach out to 
those parents and better 
equip them.

Key says he would be 
open to seeing more 
educational opportunities 

for parents, and to help 
parents foster a spirit of 
learning at home.

In the past (while a 
principal of a school), 
Key says he has hosted 
educational parent’s 
nights, which were well-
received by parents.

The nights allowed 
parents to look through 
the materials that their 
children would be 
learning in the upcoming 
weeks, and the school’s 
educators would be 
ready to help equip 
parents to guide their 
children through those 
materials at home.

“It works. It helps 
them go back home and 
they can talk to their kids 
about what they are 
learning. It gives them 
ways to help their child,” 
said Key. “Sometimes 
parents don’t help their 
child because they can’t 
help their child.”

With Gadsden 
County’s 2021-2022 3rd 
grade reading score, Key 
says the data looks as 
though roughly 73% of 
the county’s students are 
not ready for grade 4.

But a low score is not a 
final toll on a student’s 
education.

While students who 
make a low score may be 
more at-risk for dropping 
out in the long run, Key 
says the district is putting 
together long term plans 
to make sure that no 3rd 
grader drops behind.

“We are making sure 
that we do interventions 
with those kids to make 
sure that doesn’t 
happen,” says Key.

Those interventions 
look like reading camps, 
seeking out teachers, and 
educating parents.

This assessment, Key 
says, will not be a ‘drop-
out prescription’ for 
Gadsden County’s kids.

Key says the district is 
aware of what their 
departing 3rd grade class 
needs to succeed - and 
Key brings up the Class 
of 2022 as an example.

This year, the district 
had a large graduation 
class - a vast 
improvement compared 
to previous years’ 
graduating classes.

“We didn’t start the 
year out with high school 
students who were 
graduation ready,” said 
Key. “But we ended the 
year with 86% of the 
students being graduation 
ready. That takes hard 
work and dedication from 
everyone - students and 
educators.”

By the time the 
students get to middle 
school, Key says the 
district wants students to 
be ready to leave 
elementary school, even 
if they tested low on the 
reading score.

“We will never count 
any kids out. We are here 
to change the tides,” said 
Key. “This shows how 
much more room we 
have to grow, and what 
direction we need to take 
when it comes to early 
learning and building a 
solid foundation for our 
early learners.”
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