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Description of the project 

This practitioner interview examines how the Don’t Dredge on Me campaign, a partnership 
between Miami Waterkeeper, a South Florida nonprofit that advocates for clean water and 
coastal habitat protection through science, policy, and community action, and Only One, a U.S.-
based nonprofit that mobilizes campaigns and storytelling for ocean and climate action, deployed 
a radical visual strategy rooted in political symbol reclamation to mobilize public opposition to 
the Port Everglades dredge expansion. At the center of that strategy is the campaign’s flagship 
graphic: A coiled moray eel rendered in the style of the Gadsden flag’s rattlesnake, emblazoned 
with the phrase “DON’T DREDGE ON ME”. 

The Port Everglades Navigation Improvements Project, led by the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers and authorized under the 2016 Water Resources Development Act, is projected to cost 
at least $1.35 billion and would deepen the port’s shipping channels from their existing 42-foot 
depth and widen the Outer Entrance Channel from roughly 500 to 800 feet, enabling larger, more 
heavily loaded neo-Panamax cargo and petroleum vessels to transit fully laden rather than lightly 
loaded as they must today (Port Everglades, 2026; WLRN, 2026a). That dredging would cut 
directly through the reef; scientists have documented roughly 10 million corals living in and 
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around the channel, an impact NOAA Fisheries has called the largest to coral reefs ever 
permitted in the United States (Inside Climate News, 2026; WLRN, 2026b). Opposition to the 
project traces back to the 2013-2015 dredging of nearby PortMiami, which a subsequent 
assessment found killed more than 560,000 corals and significantly harmed at least 278 acres of 
reef (WLRN, 2026b). In April 2026, the Army Corps withdrew its state permit application for 
the Port Everglades expansion, placing the project on hold pending further review. The Corps did 
not cite opposition or environmental concerns as its reason, stating instead that "elements of the 
project description, including order of construction, are being reconsidered"; the project remains 
congressionally authorized and has not been canceled (Islander News, 2026; Local10 News, 
2026; Miami Waterkeeper, 2026; The Triton, 2026; WLRN, 2026). 

By appropriating one of the most recognizable and politically charged symbols in U.S. 
conservative iconography, the “Don’t Tread on Me” flag, and redirecting it toward reef and 
ocean protection, the campaign designers made a deliberate argument: that environmental 
sovereignty is not a partisan issue, and that the language of liberty and resistance belongs to 
anyone whose home is under threat. The result was the most viral environmental petition in 
Miami Waterkeeper’s history, surpassing their previous signature record by a factor of 20 and 
collecting more than 35,000 signatories. 

This interview explores the creative decision-making behind that choice and what it reveals 
about the emerging practice of using politically polarizing communications as a public interest 
strategy. 
 

About the design team 

Jackie Benzecry is the UX and UI designer at Miami Waterkeeper, where she shapes the 
organization’s digital presence and visual communications. Her work on the Don’t Dredge on 
Me bridges environmental advocacy and user-centered design, translating complex water policy 
issues into accessible, compelling public-facing materials. 

Noah Edwards is the senior marketing coordinator at Miami Waterkeeper, where he leads 
the organization’s digital marketing strategy and campaign amplification. His work on Don’t 
Dredge on Me focused on translating the campaign’s visual identity into a multichannel 
mobilization effort, getting the “Don’t Dredge on Me” concept in front of the audiences most 
likely to sign, share, and apply pressure. 

Kate Insley is the senior content manager at Only One. Her work on Don’t Dredge on Me 
spanned the full creative process, from initial concept through design and distribution of 
campaign assets across channels. She has a particular interest in campaigns that tackle complex 
issues and bring entirely new audiences into the conversation. 

Ben Wolman is the senior editorial manager at Only One. His work on Don’t Dredge on Me 
covered message development and copywriting, guiding how the campaign’s core arguments 
moved its audiences. He loves finding ways to tell stories in actionable terms. 
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Understanding the initiative 

Question: Could you take us back to the 
moment when the “Don’t Dredge on Me” 
concept was born? What was the creative 
spark? 
 
Jackeline Benzecry (Miami Waterkeeper): 
Rachel Silverstein, our executive director, 
came up with “Don’t Dredge on Me” back 
in 2016 in the aftermath of the PortMiami 
dredging project. This was a disaster that 
unfolded from 2013 to 2015 and left over 
500,000 corals dead and at least 278 acres of 
the Florida Reef Tract severely impacted. 
Miami Waterkeeper sued over it. The 
“DON’T DREDGE ON ME” phrase came 
out of that fight.  
 
Kate Insley (Only One): When we met up 
with Miami Waterkeeper for an initial chat 
about the campaign, they came to us with 
content and creatives they’d already mocked 
up. When the Only One team immediately 
saw the “Don’t Dredge on Me” copy, it was 
just set against some beautiful imagery, 
without the flag at all. But for us, that was 
an immediate spark: They already had the 
copy, but what if we took it a step further? 
 
Editorial Context: Note that “creative” is 
industry shorthand throughout this interview 
for the ad or design asset itself (a noun, not 
just an adjective). 
 
Ben Wolman (Only One): When we 
received that initial packet, there was an eel 
popping its head out of a reef with the text 
right there: “Don’t Dredge on Me.” That 
rhythm, “don’t tread on me / don’t dredge 

on me,” clicked right away. That went 
together with our creative process, where we 
were already mapping out stakeholder 
identities and thinking about not-your-
typical environmental audiences who might 
be open to environmental action if the story 
were told in a more relatable way. This 
really seemed like the right package to 
deliver the message. 
 
Noah Edwards (Miami Waterkeeper): The 
flag concept came from Only One. That was 
their creative contribution, the decision to 
pair the phrase with the Gadsden flag’s 
visual language. And then there was a third 
piece: Our lobbyist suggested we use an eel 
rather than a snake. That was deceptively 
simple but crucial; the moray eel is native to 
these reefs, it mirrors the coiled rattlesnake 
visually, and it’s immediately recognizable 
to anyone who’s spent time underwater in 
South Florida. The moment you see it, the 
parallel clicks.  

So, the final image was genuinely 
collaborative: a tagline with nearly a decade 
of legal and ecological history behind it, a 
flag concept from Only One, and a species 
to replace the snake in the original design, 
suggested by our lobbyist. Seeing that first 
design draft, the political affiliation was 
unmistakable. I knew it was going to cause a 
stir. 
 
Benzecry: My first reaction was practical: 
Miami has a lot of transplants and expats, 
people from South America and other 
countries. Are they going to automatically 
connect it to the Gadsden flag? That was my 
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main concern. But at the end of the day, it 
has been very successful. Most people 
understood it, and the ones who didn’t 
looked it up. 
 
Editorial Context: Affourtit’s (2023) 
analysis of artist-activist collectives 
identifies five elements of effective public 
interest communications campaigns: They 
are visual; they connect with audience 
values; they use stories to engage new 
constituents; their calls to action are 
concrete; and they deploy emotion in 
surprising ways. The “Don’t Dredge on Me” 
graphic satisfies all five simultaneously.  

Moscato (2018) would call the design 
choice “carnivalesque activism,” a concept 
Bakhtin (1984) originated to describe the 
carnival’s power to invert and subvert 
official hierarchies through spectacle. This 
power relies on culture jamming to subvert 
dominant political imagery to generate 
earned media and provoke attention. 
Searight Christiano and Bradbery (2025) 
argue that effective public interest 
communications requires identifying the 
right audience, behavior, and message; this 
image encodes all three at once. Lakoff 
(2010) explains the mechanism: Frames are 
cognitive structures already embedded in 
audiences’ circuitry, and effective 
communication activates existing ones 
rather than installing new ones. Weder and 
Samanta (2021) complement this through 
the concept of queering as advocacy, the 
deliberate “jamming” of hegemonic norms 
to open new conversational pathways. 
 
Question: When you chose to riff on the 
Gadsden flag specifically, with its deep 

roots in libertarian and conservative U.S. 
identity, were you concerned about 
alienating your existing base? How did you 
think through that risk? 
 
Edwards: For Miami Waterkeeper’s part, 
there was concern at the start, even among 
board members we shared the design with. 
The sense was, maybe it’s too political. Our 
established audience on social media likely 
leans left. But through board discussions and 
internal conversations, we also saw the 
fishing community, which typically leans 
conservative, as a huge potential audience. If 
we could catch their eye with something 
familiar to them, that was an opportunity. I 
don’t think anyone who supports that “Don’t 
Tread on Me” flag would be offended by us 
using it in this context. It’s the perfect blend 
for people across the political aisle. 
 
Insley: Right off the bat, as someone trying 
to get anyone’s attention for five seconds, 
which is almost impossible today, I wasn’t 
even thinking good or bad. My thought 
wasn’t political at all; it was, will someone 
stop for a moment to look at it? The answer 
was almost certainly yes, because it’s such a 
divisive image. I knew it was going to be 
marketable, clickable, and shareable across 
platforms. 
 
Wolman: There’s also something to be said 
visually. That splash of yellow stands out in 
a sea of blues associated with coral 
communication and environmental work. 
This existing symbol was adjacent enough 
but also visually distinct enough to catch 
people’s eyes in their feeds, while making 
them go, “Hey, this isn’t the one I’m 
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thinking of. What are they trying to say?” 
We weren’t owning the symbol; we were 
joining an active debate around who gets to 
use it and what it means in different 
contexts. 
 
Insley: To speak to the risk more directly, 
we knew it was risky from the start. My 
personal sense is, the riskier the better in 
marketing. If it goes great, it’ll be shared 
everywhere; if it goes poorly, it’ll still be 
shared everywhere. It was definitely an 
internal debate about whether to move 
forward or play it safer. I’m really glad we 
pushed the limits. We work with a lot of 
partners who don’t, and then they’re 
confused why they don’t see results. 
 
In the public interest 

In shaping the next four interview questions, 
we drew from established frameworks in 
public interest communications, including 
the Back-of-the-Envelope Strategy 
(Christiano & Neimand, 2017), which 
emphasizes focusing on actionable, strategic 
messaging rather than broad awareness 
campaigns.  
 
Question: Your work exemplifies public 
interest communications by meeting people 
on the terrain of political identity rather 
than environmental identity, reaching 
audiences for whom “defending what’s 
mine” may be a more compelling frame than 
“saving the reef.” With this in mind, your 
campaign centers on stopping an 
irreversible environmental harm before it 
happens. What do you want to be true about 

how the public understands coral reef 
destruction that isn’t true now? 
 
Wolman: There’s something exciting about 
getting a reaction out of people in this 
attention-overwhelmed world, someone 
stopping for just a second in their feed and 
going, “Wait, this is something worth a 
moment.” And there’s something neat about 
this reactive image speaking to something 
fundamentally proactive and precautionary. 
We’re trying to stop a project that hasn’t 
started yet. So there’s a real marriage of 
proactive versus reactive, with the benefit of 
existing images and research from the 
dredging at PortMiami to point to and say, 
that already happened. Let’s learn from our 
mistakes. Let’s anticipate. Let’s be cautious 
and politically prepared in a way we’re 
maybe not used to doing. That symbol really 
opens the door for that conversation. 
 
Edwards: The Gadsden flag served as that 
initial touchpoint: How do we get more 
people to the campaign page? But the 
campaign page we built with Only One is a 
one-stop shop. It has articles, research 
papers, explanation animations. Someone 
landing there even for a few minutes leaves 
far more educated than they would 
otherwise. One person stopping there briefly 
can walk away genuinely informed about 
what’s at stake at Port Everglades. 
 
Editorial Context: Lakoff (2010) calls the 
campaign’s core challenge “hypocognition”: 
Audiences lack the background frames 
needed to process ecological risk as 
personally relevant. The campaign’s “one-
stop shop” of research, animations, and post-
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dredge PortMiami footage addresses this 
directly, translating abstract harm into 
documented, foreseeable consequence. 
Schweizer, Davis, and Thompson (2013) 
find that environmental communication 
resonates when it is situated in cultural 
values, is locally meaningful, and empowers 
specific action; their research confirms that 
local impact images are “necessary to make 
people feel empowered to make a 
difference.” Brulle (2010) adds an important 
caution: professionally designed messaging 
campaigns, however sophisticated, risk 
treating citizens as objects of manipulation 
rather than participants in genuine 
democratic dialogue. Whether Don’t Dredge 
on Me generates bottom-up civic 
mobilization or operates primarily as a 
sophisticated lobbying effort is a question its 
ongoing arc will answer. 
 
Question: Achieving behavior change will 
require action from multiple stakeholders. 
Who has to act or do something differently, 
such as regulators, elected officials, port 
leadership or the general public, for the 
campaign to succeed (Christiano & 
Neimand, 2017)? 
 
Edwards: For the Gadsden flag specifically, 
our audience was the general public. But 
overall for the campaign, we need to get in 
front of the elected officials making these 
decisions. For them to even open their ears, 
we need public support first, and that’s what 
the Gadsden flag built for us. The original 
creative targeted the general public, but we 
know internally that the final decision-
makers are the key audience. 

Editorial Context: Edwards’s framing of 
“the general public” sits in tension with a 
core tenet of public interest 
communications: Audiences are never 
monolithic, and effective campaigns require 
moving past broad awareness-building 
toward identifying the specific actor who 
can make the change (Christiano & 
Neimand, 2017; Searight Christiano & 
Bradbery, 2025). As explained further on, 
the campaign’s design choices point to a 
right-leaning, outdoor-oriented audience, not 
the general public. National data back this 
up: Hunters and anglers skew conservative 
(42% Republican, 50% conservative), yet 
most also identify as conservationists 
(National Wildlife Federation, 2012).  
 
Wolman: I think there’s also an appetite 
among more left-leaning, conservation-
minded audiences to see some reclamation 
of messages assumed to be firmly in one 
political camp. “Not in my backyard” 
doesn’t necessarily have to be 
individualistic. It can be a recognition of 
what happens in their “blue backyard,” the 
Atlantic. It may be out of sight, but it has 
very real repercussions for people’s day-to-
day lives, including fishers, homeowners, 
and people trying to pay their bills, whose 
economic livelihoods are intricately linked 
to the coastal protection that coral reefs 
provide. There’s a very direct connection 
between a healthy reef and a healthy local 
economy. And there’s power and progress in 
that collective recognition. 
 
Editorial Context: Searight Christiano and 
Bradbery (2025) identify the most critical 
and most frequently missed step in public 
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interest communications strategy as 
identifying the specific person or group 
whose behavior change can actually produce 
the desired outcome. Successful campaigns 
distinguish audiences who apply direct 
institutional pressure from those who shift 
the political cost of inaction by signaling 
social norms. The Don’t Dredge on Me 
campaign works both tracks simultaneously. 
Brulle (2010) adds that mode matters as 
much as message; community identity 
materials like boat flags represent the 
campaign’s strongest move toward the 
democratic civic engagement that durable 
change requires. 

That mode also carries the science. 
Reef-dependent sportfish such as snapper 
and grouper mature in reef habitat before 
entering the fishery (NOAA Fisheries, 
2026), so the eel flag speaks directly to 
anglers, for whom a degraded reef means a 
thinner catch. Florida’s Coral Reef prevents 
an estimated $675 million in flood damages 
to property and economic activity each year 
and shields more than 5,600 people from 
coastal flooding (Storlazzi et al., 2019). The 
framing is also strategic: Warming is a 
global problem that has proven hard to halt, 
but dredging is a discrete, local, avoidable 
stressor, and relieving local stress 
measurably speeds reef recovery (Carilli et 
al., 2009). “Don’t Dredge on Me” thus 
targets the harm policy can still prevent. 
 
Question: For those stakeholders to act, 
what would they need to believe about the 
reef, about Port Everglades, or about their 
own responsibility, and does the visual 
language of “Don’t Dredge on Me” speak 

to those beliefs (Christiano & Neimand, 
2017)? 
 
Edwards: For elected officials, the 
economic argument is what they’re going to 
listen to most. Politicians care about money, 
votes, and media. It’s difficult to convince a 
conservative-leaning audience purely on 
environmental benefits, but they will listen 
to the economics. We’re talking about over a 
billion dollars in taxpayer money to destroy 
these corals. That cost-benefit analysis is 
what will ultimately move elected officials. 
And the Gadsden flag is doing its job on the 
“votes and media” front, attracting eyes, 
generating press inquiries, and making sure 
elected officials know their constituents are 
watching. 
 
Editorial Context: Edwards frames the 
“cost-benefit” as taxpayer expenditure 
against ecological loss, but the full ledger 
has two sides. The Army Corps and port 
justify the project as an economic-efficiency 
investment: Deeper, wider channels would 
let neo-Panamax vessels call fully loaded, 
and the Corps projects roughly 1,500 
additional permanent jobs from expanded 
cargo capacity (Port Everglades, 2026; U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, 2015). Against 
those projected returns sits not only the 
public expenditure but the reef’s own 
economic value and the irreversibility of its 
loss. The persuasive move is not to deny the 
port’s benefits but to argue that the 
calculation is incomplete until the reef is 
entered into it. 

Searight Christiano and Bradbery 
(2025) identify worldviews, moral values, 
and identities as the building blocks of 
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effective message strategy. People interpret 
new information through their existing 
views, so messages that resonate with those 
views are more likely to be persuasive. This 
is the central limitation of the information 
deficit model, the assumption that supplying 
more facts will by itself change minds 
(Nisbet & Markowitz, 2016). Redirecting 
the Gadsden flag toward reef protection 
implicitly frames the Army Corps of 
Engineers as doing exactly what the flag 
historically protests: treading on something 
that does not belong to it.  

Lakoff (2010) explains why the 
economic argument lands with elected 
officials: Conservative moral systems 
include a “Let-the-Market-Decide” ideology 
in which fiscal accountability is already 
operative. Framing reef destruction as a 
billion-dollar taxpayer loss speaks that 
language without requiring worldview 
conversion. Lakoff also identifies many U.S. 
residents as “bi-conceptual,” carrying both 
conservative and progressive value systems. 
Besley (2015) reinforces the implication: 
The most effective strategy is not winning 
audiences over to environmentalism as an 
identity but framing protection as consistent 
with the identities they already hold. 
 
Question: How did you get, or plan to get, 
this visual in front of the people whose 
actions matter most (Christiano & Neimand, 
2017)? 
 
Benzecry: The distribution strategy was 
built around concentric rings of pressure, 
starting at the site itself and expanding 
outward. Our top priority was a billboard in 
Broward County, physically close to Port 

Everglades. The logic there is 
straightforward: The people who live and 
work near the port are the constituents 
whose voices carry the most weight with 
local elected officials. You want the image 
visible to the community that stands to lose 
the most. 

From there, we moved into materials 
designed for organic, peer-to-peer spread 
within the coastal community: boat flags, 
bumper stickers, stickers, and T-shirts. 
These aren’t just awareness tools; they 
signal community identity. When a fisher, a 
diver, or a homeowner displays the design, 
they’re making a public statement to their 
neighbors. That kind of visible local 
solidarity is something elected officials 
notice. We also featured the campaign as a 
full-page ad in our 2025 annual impact 
report, which goes directly to donors, 
institutional partners, and decision-makers 
who already know and trust Miami 
Waterkeeper, a different but equally 
important audience. 
 
Edwards: The Meta ads we ran at the 
DEMA [Diving Equipment and Marketing 
Association] conference used geo-targeting 
to put the creative in front of an audience 
that was already primed to care deeply about 
this issue: dive professionals, marine 
conservationists, underwater photographers. 
That targeted push was responsible for a 
significant portion of our early petition 
signatures, which mattered because early 
momentum is what makes a campaign look 
viable to both press and decision-makers. 
 
Editorial Context: Geo-targeting is the 
practice of aiming digital ads at people 
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within a defined physical location, rather 
than relying only on demographic or interest 
data. 
 
Edwards: Social media posts, collaboration 
posts with influencers, and email outreach to 
our existing base served a different function: 
They built the appearance of broad public 
consensus, which is its own form of 
pressure. Elected officials pay attention to 
volume. The press strategy layered on top of 
that. We started with local outlets like 
WLRN to establish credibility and 
community relevance, then built to state-
level coverage, and from there to national 
attention. The Washington Post has been 
among the inquiries coming in. Each layer 
of press makes the next layer easier to land, 
and national coverage sends a signal to 
decision-makers that this issue has 
consequences beyond their district. Film 
storytelling runs through all of it. The visual 
evidence of what happened at PortMiami 
after the last dredge is something no amount 
of words can replicate. It makes the stakes 
visceral in a way that moves people from 
passive awareness to action. 
 
Editorial Context: Searight Christiano and 
Bradbery (2025) emphasize that awareness 
alone rarely changes policy outcomes or 
changes behavior. What matters is having a 
call to action along with information. 
Different channels in the campaign’s mix 
operate through distinct persuasion 
mechanisms: Moscato (2018) finds that 
billboard placements function primarily 
through peripheral route processing, rapid 
attention and recognition rather than 
deliberation, while the campaign page’s 

research and animations support central 
route processing among already-motivated 
audiences. Won et al. (2018) find that social 
ties are significant predictors of social media 
participation, suggesting community-
identity materials activate network dynamics 
rather than simply extending reach. 
Schweizer et al. (2013) add that place 
attachment is a significant predictor of 
protective action, making the billboard’s 
Broward County placement and local 
identity materials a deliberate attempt to 
activate place-protective behavior.  
 
Impact and success stories 

Question: The “Don’t Dredge on Me” 
image clearly landed 35,000 signatures, 20 
times the previous Miami Waterkeeper 
record. When you saw that response, what 
did it confirm or complicate about the 
strategy? 
 
Benzecry: There was the initial concern 
about the colors not matching our brand 
guidelines. The yellow and black aren’t part 
of Miami Waterkeeper’s palette. But once I 
understood the context more deeply, it 
became clear why we couldn’t change the 
colors: We were referencing the Gadsden 
flag. Cultural context overrides 
organizational brand identity. We had to 
take creative license, and I’m glad we did, 
because it makes for a cohesive, culturally 
coherent campaign. I did my job by flagging 
the concern, and then understanding that it 
was exactly the right call. 
 
Edwards: One complication that was 
rightfully raised at the start, particularly by 
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Jackie, was about Miami’s large expat 
population. We weren’t guaranteed the 
creative would land. Would our audience 
even understand it? That was a good flag to 
raise at the outset. But ultimately it landed 
well, and the scale of the response 
confirmed that. 
 
Question: Was there a version of this 
campaign that felt too safe? Something you 
pushed past or decided not to do? 
 
Benzecry: One early direction on the table 
was overlaying text directly onto imagery, a 
more conventional approach that kept the 
visual safer and the brand more 
recognizable. But given the campaign’s goal 
of breaking through and generating real 
public pressure, playing it safe would have 
undermined the entire premise. 
 
Editorial Context: Cuban Americans, the 
largest expat group in Miami, lean heavily 
Republican and conservative (Pew Research 
Center, 2020; Grenier & Lai, 2024), so for 
that audience, the Gadsden flag likely read 
as familiar rather than foreign, consistent 
with Edwards’s account of the creative 
landing well. 
 
Insley: We mapped out three creative 
directions. The low-risk option used 
polished, conventional graphics and clear, 
direct language, easy to understand at a 
glance (see Figure 1 in the Appendix). 

The middle path took a slightly bolder 
approach, encouraging people to weigh not 
just the environmental impacts but the 
financial ones; rather than one consistent 
message across every asset, each creative 

explored a different angle, some 
highlighting the real dollar cost of the 
damage, others approaching it from a 
different perspective (see Figure 2 in the 
Appendix). 

It wasn't as intentionally provocative as 
the third option, the Gadsden flag concept, 
but it was designed to make people stop and 
think a little longer than the ultra-safe route 
(see Figure 3 in the Appendix). 

Interestingly, we reached internal 
alignment on the safe route first, and I 
completed and delivered that full asset set. 
Miami Waterkeeper then came back and 
made the call to instead go with the riskiest 
option, which, frankly, was the right call. 
We went full force from there. 
 
Edwards: What helped settle the decision 
was data. Only One had recent performance 
benchmarks showing that text-over-image 
treatments were underperforming across 
comparable campaigns. Bringing that 
evidence into the conversation took some of 
the subjectivity out of it. It reframed the risk 
calculation as a choice between a safe 
treatment that would probably underperform 
and a bolder one that, while less certain, 
could break through. The bolder creative 
wasn’t just more exciting; it was more 
defensible strategically. 
 
Question: Have you seen the image travel 
beyond the environmental advocacy 
community, into unexpected spaces or 
audiences? If so, what did that tell you? 
 
Edwards: In terms of social sharing, we 
have many variations of the Gadsden flag 
with different creatures, and even when the 
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flag version is the last frame in an Instagram 
carousel, it’s typically the one most 
frequently reposted. We’ve seen real estate 
developers and agents pick it up [resharing it 
to their own audiences], recognizing the 
economic value the coral reef provides their 
communities.  

We’ve also seen some very unexpected 
audiences. Some cast members from the TV 
show Below Deck, Season 10, including a 
captain and a deckhand with massive social 
followings, picked up on the campaign 
through the Gadsden flag and started 
creating their own material [both riffing on 
the flag creative and speaking directly to the 
dredge project]. @onlyinbroward, a large 
local meme page on Instagram, recently 
collaborated with us. Warren Sapp, the 
former NFL defensive tackle, reached out 
wanting to get involved. The son of Kristen 
Jacobs, the former state representative for 
whom the reef is named, found out about 
our campaign through social media and 
wants to get involved somehow. 
Reconnecting him with the ecosystem 
named after his mother would be a powerful 
piece of storytelling. 
 
Editorial Context: Moscato (2018) notes 
that controversial advocacy advertising 
functions as a “double-edged sword.” Edgy 
campaigns generate disproportionate earned 
media but also risk misappropriation. The 
Gadsden flag’s own promiscuous symbol 
history, claimed by the American 
Revolution, the Tea Party, libertarian 
movements, and white nationalist groups, 
illustrates that risk concretely. That 
unexpected actors (real estate developers, 
television personalities, the son of a late 

environmentally minded politician) found 
their way to the campaign is consistent with 
Affourtit’s (2023) observation that effective 
visual public interest communications 
creates a “visual grammar” providing shared 
points of convergence for people to affiliate 
beyond the original organizational network. 
Warner (2002) supplies the theoretical 
mechanism: Counterpublic discourse 
circulates to indefinite strangers who 
recognize themselves in the address not 
because they were targeted but because the 
discourse constitutes them as a public. 
 
Question: The Gadsden flag carries a 
complicated political history; it’s been 
carried by militias and white nationalist 
groups, not just libertarians. When you 
borrow a symbol like that, how do you think 
about your responsibility for what you put 
into circulation? 
 
Edwards: When we first rolled out this 
creative, it was a collaborative post from 
Miami Waterkeeper and Only One, both 
established organizations. The context was 
immediately clear because of who the 
authors were. Had we immediately passed 
the asset to someone like Sergey Kelly, a 
libertarian political commentator we’ve 
since worked with, his audience might have 
wondered what he actually meant by it. 
Coming from established organizations 
made the intent unambiguous from the start. 
 
Wolman: There’s so much precedent across 
movements reworking patriotic imagery, 
reclaiming corporate messaging. And there’s 
a lot of power in co-opting rather than 
doubling down. We’re lampooning and 



Benzecry et al., Practitioner Q & A, JPIC, Vol. 10 (2026) 
 

 
 

119 

going off-road (into the sea) to join a 
centuries-old conversation around the 
symbol, in service of an unambiguous good 
thing: protecting a coral reef and coastal 
communities. It’s a strategic reversal, using 
something recognizable and immediately 
flipping it on its head. The flag as it’s been 
used historically has been in service of 
something more inward-looking: “this is 
mine, this is me.” We’re redirecting that 
vocabulary toward something truly 
collective and public. We use that hook as 
an entry point that is immediately turned on 
its head. 
 
Insley: There’s something incredibly 
powerful about reclaiming a symbol, and 
that can be used in a good or bad way, but 
the fact that it can be reclaimed at all is a 
freedom we get to partake in. People are still 
trying to reclaim the U.S. flag because of its 
current associations, bringing it back to 
freedom, democracy, community, love. 
Think about how the queer community 
reclaimed the word “queer.” It’s the ebb and 
flow of the world, and we’re in a prime 
opportunity to utilize that for the 
environment’s benefit. 
 
Wolman: Exactly. We are expanding the 
coalition beyond people who already have 
that image in their front yard, exposing the 
contradictions and embracing the freedom to 
use this image to fight for coral reefs along 
our beaches. 
 
Editorial Context: What the practitioners 
call reclamation, scholars treat as a specific 
and non-neutral form of symbolic work. 
Moscato (2018) traces culture jamming from 

Adbusters to environmental advocacy, 
noting that subverting a mainstream symbol 
critiques its original deployment rather than 
simply borrowing its energy, and Ciszek 
(2018) argues that this kind of constructive 
symbolic work, redefining cultural discourse 
through images and narratives, has the 
greatest potential to shift public norms. The 
responsibility question turns less on 
ownership than on authorship: Affourtit 
(2023) shows that who is seen to be 
speaking shapes how an image is read, 
which is why the campaign’s launch as an 
organizational collaborative post rather than 
an individual account was consequential. 

Weder and Samanta (2021) name the 
underlying ethic, arguing that “ethical 
artistry” in advocacy means wielding a 
symbol provocatively and deliberately, 
owning the act of reclamation rather than 
treating it as politically neutral. 
 
Question: What steps are you and the 
campaign partners taking to convert petition 
momentum into durable, policy-level 
change? 
 
Edwards: We’re already beginning to meet 
with elected officials in Broward County 
and decision-makers on this project directly 
because of the petition signatures and emails 
their offices are receiving. We continue to 
build press attention at local, state, and 
national levels. And we’re incorporating 
film storytelling to make the evidence of 
what happened at Port Everglades vivid and 
undeniable. The goal is to build a cost-
benefit case that makes it impossible for 
decision-makers to ignore, because 
ultimately, it’s going to cost over a billion 
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dollars in taxpayer money to destroy these 
corals. 
 
Editorial Context: Searight Christiano and 
Bradbery (2025) distinguish individual 
behavior change campaigns from public 
interest campaigns that mobilize action for 
policy change (drawing on Coffman, 2002). 
Don’t Dredge on Me is doing both at once: 
building visible public pressure while laying 
the institutional groundwork for regulatory 
intervention. Brulle (2010) introduces a 
structural tension: Professionally designed 
campaigns tend to treat community 
members as audiences for expert messaging 
rather than as democratic participants, 
producing short-term momentum without 
durable civic mobilization. Whether the 
organizational infrastructure building around 
Don’t Dredge on Me, community identity 
materials, unexpected coalitions, and 
grassroots bumper sticker demand develop 
into genuine political solidarity or remains a 
well-executed lobbying effort is the 
campaign’s open question. 
 
Advice for public interest communicators  

Question: What advice would you give to 
other designers or communications 
practitioners looking to use political symbol 
reclamation as a strategy for public interest 
work, particularly in environmental and 
climate advocacy? 
Benzecry: Cultural context matters more 
than organizational brand identity. I flagged 
the color and brand concerns initially, that’s 
my job. But once I understood what we were 
doing and why, those concerns disappeared 
completely. The creative license we took 
made for a cohesive, culturally coherent 

campaign. Organizations need to trust that 
when you’re borrowing a symbol for a 
reason, the reason is the brand. 
 
Insley: Take the jump and don’t give up. I 
tip my hat to Miami Waterkeeper for not 
completely dismissing this idea as too risky. 
We brought data to the table because it 
meant a lot to me, and I knew it could have 
power if we played our cards right. It’s 
worth digging deeper to show any 
stakeholders involved that the risk is worth 
it. And have fun with it. Put the guardrails 
down and think outside the box, because 
there are a billion campaigns out there right 
now. You are going to have to shine through 
all of that. It’s a game, it’s a fun game, and 
it’s a creative game. Really try to tap into 
every nook and cranny of your brain to 
make something speak volumes. 
 
Wolman: The flag and message are already 
right there, simple, instantly digestible. 
Think about the power of simple political 
messaging: “Tax the rich,” “Make America 
Great Again.” On one creative, whether it’s 
a billboard, a poster, a social post, “Don’t 
Dredge on Me” with an image of an eel in a 
reef communicates its point right away. That 
scroll-mindset, it’s digestible enough you 
get it right away. It’s then an easy next step 
to submit a comment, sign a petition, or 
follow along for updates. 
Edwards: Collaborative posts have been 
huge for reaching new audiences. And 
before you launch, understand what’s 
shareable and clickable. Shares have been 
everything for us. The content has to be easy 
to understand, visually arresting, and 
adaptable cross-platform. There are so many 
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political designs and references out there 
that could be leveraged for almost any 
campaign. The key is being intentional 
about which one you choose and finding 
natural connections. The eel translates so 
well to the original snake. Once you find 
that connection, don’t be afraid to put it 
everywhere. 
 
Editorial Context: The practitioners’ advice 
clusters around three principles: cultural 
context over brand identity, data-supported 
risk-taking, and simplicity as political 
power. Lakoff (2010) explains the first: 
Organizational brand guidelines are not 
merely aesthetic constraints but cognitive 
ones.  

Defaulting to established visual identity 
can inadvertently reinforce the frame that 
environmentalism belongs to a particular 
community rather than to everyone. 
Benzecry’s insight that cultural context 
overrides brand identity is, in Lakoff’s 
terms, a claim about frame priority. Nisbet 
and Markowitz (2016) support the second: 
Effective strategic communication requires 
evidence-based practice; bringing 
performance data to justify bold creativity is 
exactly the kind of empirical grounding they 
advocate. Besley (2015) similarly calls 
practitioners toward real message testing 
over assumption. On simplicity, Brulle 
(2010) offers the sharpest insight: 
Campaigns whose visual legibility invites 
citizens to appropriate and circulate the 
image themselves, rather than merely 
receive it, move closest to the democratic 
civic engagement durable change requires. 
 

Question: As we wrap up, is there anything 
else you’d like to share about the role of 
design, and specifically the reclamation of 
charged visual language, in advancing 
public interest around ocean and reef 
protection? 
 
Edwards: Plastering the image in as many 
places as you can has been huge. The flag 
occupies a full page in our annual impact 
report. Every time we post any version of 
this image, people are in the comments 
asking for bumper stickers. We have boat 
flags that’ll be out on the water, tabling 
cloths for events, and stickers. Our flag has 
been particularly useful because you can 
change the creature so easily, multiple 
variations, but it still clicks in people’s 
minds because they’ve seen it before. 

There’s a rule that someone needs to see 
something repeatedly before they take 
action. Having multiple variations that all 
draw viewers’ minds back to the original 
image and its meaning, that’s how you build 
toward action. And sometimes a community 
builds itself; the bumper sticker demand 
came from a comment pinned by a team 
member. The community asked for the 
thing. That’s when you know you’ve hit 
something real. 
 
Insley: Don’t underestimate the power of a 
single image that’s doing everything at once: 
stopping a scroll, communicating a position, 
building a coalition, and making action feel 
easy. That’s what good design does. That’s 
what reclaiming a symbol at exactly the 
right moment can do. 
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Editorial Context: This campaign has 
moved past being a campaign and is rolling 
into a social movement. Scholars of public 
interest communications and social change 
argue that this transition occurs when 
communication shifts from informing 
audiences to mobilizing publics around 
shared meaning, identity, and action 
(Christiano & Neimand, 2017; Coffman, 
2002). Rather than functioning solely as 
persuasive interventions, campaigns like 
Don’t Dredge on Me begin to take on 
movement characteristics when they 
generate sustained participation, diffuse 
through networks, and create the conditions 
for collective agency (Benford & Snow, 
2000; Warner, 2002). In this sense, Don’t 
Dredge on Me is no longer simply 
delivering a message; it is circulating a 

frame, a symbol, and a set of actions that 
audiences are actively reproducing and 
extending.  

Brulle (2010) argues that effective 
social change rhetoric requires two moves: a 
rhetoric of discontinuity that diagnoses the 
current situation as a crisis, and a rhetoric of 
salvation offering a utopian vision of where 
society should go. Don’t Dredge on Me has 
clearly accomplished the first, rendering the 
Port Everglades expansion as a preventable 
catastrophe with documented precedent.  
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Appendix 

Figure 1 

“Stop the dredge. Save the reef.” 

 
Note. The lower-risk direction pairs punchy, declarative copy (“Stop the dredge. Save the reef.”) with documentary 
photography of expansion dredging, readable at a glance and closing on “Let's learn from Miami. Protect Port 
Everglades.” This is the text-over-image family that Only One’s benchmarks showed underperforming across 
comparable campaigns. 
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Figure 2 

“Dredging our reefs has serious repercussions” 

 
Note. The middle path: a varied set pairing before-and-after reef imagery with storm-damage visuals, widening the 
appeal from ecological loss (“Dredging our reefs has serious repercussions”) toward the financial and property 
stakes, all in the organization's brand-blue palette. 
 
 
Figure 3 

“Don’t dredge on me” 

 
Note. The Gadsden flag concept the campaign ultimately ran, uniting the original “Don't Dredge on Me” copy with 
native reef subjects (staghorn coral, brain coral, and a moray eel) in place of the rattlesnake. A case of culture 
jamming (Moscato, 2018) that subverts a charged political symbol to seize attention and redirect its meaning toward 
reef protection. 
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