
CONTOUR MAPPING
VISUALIZING COASTAL WATER QUALITY

Water Quality Contour Maps use color to help us visualize water conditions in different parts of a bay at a single point in time or for 
a specified period. By creating and comparing multiple contour maps, we can see how water quality changes from month to month 
or season to season, and identify relationships between different measures of water quality. You can view auto-generated maps, 
compare maps, or create your own custom maps by visiting www.sarasota.wateratlas.usf.edu/contour/

How Are the Maps Created?
•	 They use water quality sample results for a single parameter 

(nitrogen, phosphorus, etc.), taken from sample sites spread 
across an open area of water like a bay or inlet, where the 
sampling events occur at regular intervals and reasonably 
close to each other in time. 

•	 A map of the area is divided into equal-sized cells and colors 
are assigned to subsets of the entire anticipated range of 
sample values. Each cell receives a color value corresponding 
to the parameter value at that location. 

•	 The cells containing a sample sites are colored using actual data. 
Parameter values for cells without a sample site are interpolated 
using a method called “inverse distance weighting” and then the 
remaining cells are colored accordingly. 

•	 When all cells have been colored, a continuous color field results, 
creating a visual approximation of water quality differences in 
the area.

•	 The source of all sample data is Sarasota County Environmental 
Services.

Get a Quick View of Changes Over Time
•	 The slideshow on the main Contour Mapping page cycles 

through 13 maps representing the most recent data available 
for the water quality parameter you select. Click the full-
screen button to see larger, more detailed versions.

•	 Any of eight parameters can be mapped:  
Chlorophyll a, total nitrogen, and total phosphorus are indi-
cators of nutrient pollution. Color, Secchi depth, and turbidity 
are indicators of water clarity. Dissolved oxygen is essential 
for fish and other aquatic creatures. Salinity shows how much 
freshwater inflow a bay is getting. For dissolved oxygen and 
salinity, you can choose to show results of sampling at either 
the surface or the bottom of the bay.

•	 The legend identifies the parameter, unit of measure, and 
range of values for each map color.

View and Download Auto-Generated Maps
•	 As soon as sufficient data is available, new monthly contour maps are created for each water quality parameter.
•	 The maps are in Portable Document Format (PDF) and can be downloaded to your device.
•	 Maps are available for January 2004 and later.
•	 Each map document has six pages. 

•	 The first three pages show contour maps for the selected month for the north, central, and south portions of 
Sarasota County’s coastline, from southern Sarasota Bay to northern Lemon Bay. 

•	 The last three pages show the same three regions, but the maps display data averaged over the prior ten years.
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Side-by-side Contour Map Comparison
•	 Use this tool to compare water quality characteristics.
•	 It allows you to visualize relationships between different 

water quality parameters, and to quickly compare maps 
for the same parameter for different time periods.

•	 Use the drop-down menus to change each map display, 
choosing a water quality parameter and a month.

•	 Maps are available going back to January 2004.

Custom Water Quality Contour Maps
•	 You can create your own high-quality contour map of 

Sarasota County’s coastal waters by choosing a date range 
and a water quality parameter.

•	 The data source for all parameters is Sarasota County Envi-
ronmental Services (data source code SARASOTAES_WQ).

•	 Data availability depends upon the parameter to be 
mapped (see list at left).

•	 The value mapped for each sample location is the average 
of all sample results for the time period specified. Unlike 
the auto-generated and comparison contour maps, you can 
generate custom maps for any date range of interest.

•	 Map generation is a queued process: Once you submit your 
request, you will receive an email notifying you that it has 
been initiated and another upon completion of your con-
tour map that has a clickable link for you to download it.

•	 Maps created by all users are stored in the Water Atlas 
database and are available for viewing and download.

Parameter [Units]	 Earliest Data
Chlorophyll a [ug/l] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         1/5/1982
Color [PCU]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              11/20/1995
Dissolved Oxygen (Bottom) [mg/l]. . . . . . . . . . . . .            7/22/1971
Dissolved Oxygen (Surface) [mg/l]. . . . . . . . . . . . .            7/22/1971
Salinity (Bottom) [PSS]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      2/24/1998
Salinity (Surface) [PSS]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      2/24/1998
Secchi Depth [meters]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      3/21/1978
Total Nitrogen [mg/l]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       7/22/1971
Total Phosphorus [mg/l]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    3/23/1972
Turbidity [NTU]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           10/25/1977

Each custom map page has an inset 
showing the location of sample sites 
used in map generation.


