
COVER
THE SARASOTA

News Leader
Vol. 2, No. 28 — March 28, 2014

Old school journalism. 21st century delivery.

In
si

de

120 DAYS

GUN CLUB SUPPORT

A NEW MOVE ON PAID PARKING?



GET TO
KNOW US

HELP
A.K.A.

HELP



Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor and Publisher

Rachel@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Cooper Levey-Baker

Associate Editor
Cooper@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Stan Zimmerman
City Editor

Stan@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Roger Drouin
County Editor

Roger@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Norman Schimmel

Staff Photographer
NSchimmel@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Fran Palmeri
Contributing Writer

FPalmeri@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Harriet Cuthbert
Contributing Writer

HCuthbert@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Elinor Rogosin

A&E Writer
ERogosin@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

John Riley
Editorial Cartoonist

Riley@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Vicki Chatley

Copy Editor
Vicki@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Letters To the Editor
Letters@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Cleve Posey
Production Manager / Graphic Designer

Cleve@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Robert S. Hackney

Opinion Editor / General Manager
Robert@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Advertising Sales
Sales@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

Subscription Services
Subs@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
Press Releases & News Tips
News@SarasotaNewsLeader.com

MASTHEAD

“The Sarasota News Leader” is a registered trademark of New Sheriff Publishing, Inc., which publishes The Sarasota News 
Leader. Copyright © 2014 Sarasota News Leader. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or 
distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without  the prior written permission 
of the publisher. Member - National Digital Press Association • P.O. Box 5099 • Sarasota, FL 34277 • (941) 227-1080

mailto:Rachel@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Cooper@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Stan@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:SProffitt@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:NSchimmel@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:FPalmeri@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:HCuthbert@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:ERogosin@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Riley%40SarasotaNewsLeader.com?subject=
mailto:Vicki@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Letters%40SarasotaNewsLeader.com?subject=
mailto:Cleve@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Robert@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Sales@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:Subs@SarasotaNewsLeader.com
mailto:News%40SarasotaNewsLeader.com?subject=
http://facebook.com/SarasotaNewsLeader


Bob’s Boathouse, the “diverging diamond” interchange, Warm 
Mineral Springs, Dolphin Tower, the opposition to dredging Big 
Pass, a possibility that paid parking could come back to down-
town Sarasota — yes, I bet that last one caught your eye!

And I feel as though I have been keeping company with Yogi Berra 
this week. 

The parking issue is one that has come and gone many times, 
but leave it to City Editor Stan Zimmerman to revive the subject. 
Thank goodness he is willing to sit through so many city advisory 
board meetings.

On the “new” front this week, County Editor Roger Drouin heard 
quite a bit about the local passion for shooting clays, just before 
the County Commission voted to provide funding assistance to 

a community club with plans to boost tourism.

Associate Editor Cooper Levey-Baker offers 
something old and something new: a follow-up 
on an arson case in Nokomis last year and an en-
gaging interview with Mark Schneider, a board 
member of the Florida chapter of the American 
Civil Liberties Union, about Sharia law. Schnei-
der is coming to town for the Sarasota ACLU 
chapter’s annual meeting on March 29.

I would be remiss if I did not encourage you 
to read Copy Editor Vicki Chatley’s account 
of Leon Panetta’s Ringling Town Hall lecture 
last week. No matter how many other arti-
cles I read about those programs, I find Vicki 
offers thoughtful tidbits other writers miss.

Finally, look for Fran Palmeri’s opening sto-
ry in a new “Florida A to Z” series. Who 
knew alligators could be so much fun!

Editor and Publisher

WELCOME
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One hundred twenty days: That is the amount 
of time the owners of Bob’s Boathouse have 
to complete the last item on a “punch list” 
provided by county staff if the business is to 
obtain a Certificate of 
Occupancy (CO) and 
continue operating, 
a Sarasota County 
Special Magistrate 
decided on Friday, 
March 21.

However, the estab-
lishment has shorter 
time frames within 

which to complete other specific projects 
on the list: 90 days for watercourse buffer 
requirements and 60 days for the remaining 
10 items on the punch list. 

The 120-day period 
is for the business to 
submit a lighting plan 
to the county.

A  s t a t u s  c o n f e r-
ence will  be held 
on May 23 to assess 
the completion of 
the 12 outstanding 

Bob’s Boathouse attorney James Aker (standing) sorts through documents before the hearing, next 
to Code Enforcement Officer Kevin Burns and Assistant County Attorney David Pearce. Mike Seery, 
a representative of the owners of Bob’s Boathouse, (left) reviews material in the audience. Photo by 
Rachel Hackney

A SPECIAL MAGISTRATE GIVES BOB’S BOATHOUSE MORE TIME TO 
COMPLETE ITEMS NECESSARY FOR IT TO OBTAIN A CERTIFICATE OF 
OCCUPANCY AND REMAIN OPEN

120 DAYS

The denial [of another Temporary 
Certificate of Occupancy extension in late 
January] had no nexus to the health, 
safety or general welfare of the 
community.

James Aker
Attorney

Bob’s Boathouse

By Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor

NEWS & COMMENTARY



items, Assistant County Administrator Mark 
Cunningham notified the county commission-
ers in a March 24 memo.

The March 21 hearing lasted more than five 
hours. Sarasota attorney James E. Aker and 
his co-counsel and son, Dusty Aker, repre-
sented Bob’s Boathouse, while Assistant 
Sarasota County Attorney David Pearce rep-
resented the county.

At the outset of the proceeding, Sarasota 
County Code Enforcement Officer Kevin 
Burns asked Special Magistrate Meg Wittmer 
to give Bob’s Boathouse an extra 60 days to 
complete the punch list. Otherwise, the busi-
ness should cease operating, he said.

James Aker argued that Bob’s Boathouse 
was being treated unfairly, primarily because 
of political pressure. Aker charged that 
Greg Yantorno, the county building official, 
“midstream changed the test” for which 
Bob’s Boathouse could remain open with a 
Temporary Certificate of Occupancy (TCO). 
That action resulted from neighbors of the 
establishment who had been “bombarding 
the County Commission with emails com-
plaining of alleged loud noise,” Aker said, in 
spite of the fact that Code Enforcement and 
law enforcement officers had found no noise 
violations by the business.

Referring to the commissioners, he told the 
magistrate, “All of a sudden [they] decided 

Special Magistrate Meg Wittmer asks a question. Photo by Rachel Hackney

Sarasota News Leader  March 28, 2014 Page 10



to get tough on Bob’s,” as evidenced by their 
discussion of residents’ complaints during a 
December meeting. “It was a knee-jerk reac-
tion to simply deny 
[the TCO extension 
requested again in 
January],” Aker added.

B o b ’s  B o a t h o u s e 
received its first TCO 
on Oct.  31,  2013, 
according to testi-
mony. The TCO was 
renewed in November and again in December. 
Another extension was denied on Jan. 31.

When Yantorno issued the third TCO on 
Dec. 31, Aker told the magistrate, Yantorno 
explained that staff would review the situa-
tion at the site in late January “and determine 

if there’s been substantial progress and good 
faith efforts” to complete the punch list items. 
However, Aker continued, Yantorno notified 

Bob’s Boathouse on 
Jan. 31 that the punch 
list items had to “be 
substantially com-
plete” if the business 
were to be allowed to 
remain open with a 
TCO. 

Yantorno testified that 
he intended no difference in his use of one 
set of phrases over another in reference to 
his decisions on the TCO requests. When 
Aker asked, “What does ‘substantial comple-
tion’ mean in your mind?” Yantorno replied, 
“That there would have been substantial 

Vehicles are parked near the entrance to Bob’s Boathouse in late February. Photo by Norman Schimmel

It’s not normal for us to have to 
provide a checklist of things to be 
completed.

Greg Yantorno
Building Official
Sarasota County
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progress in the completion of the checklist 
that was provided prior to the denial [of the 
TCO extension].”

THE PROCESS 

On Feb. 21, the county filed an Affidavit of 
Violation against Bob’s Boathouse for oper-
ating without a CO. On Jan. 31, the county 
had issued a Notice of Violation, informing 
the owners they had 20 days to come into 
compliance with the 19 outstanding items on 
the punch list at that time. As of Feb. 21, only 
three of those 19 items had been addressed, 
Assistant County Administrator Cunningham 
notified the county commissioners in a Feb. 
24 email.

An Affidavit of Violation never should have 
been issued, Aker argued during the hearing 
on March 21.

“The denial [of another TCO extension in late 
January] had no nexus to the health, safety 
or general welfare of the community,” he 
told the Special Magistrate. If it had, the TCO 
never would have been granted on Oct. 31, 
2013, he said.

“Bob’s Boathouse has had approximately 
three-and-a-half years to complete construc-
tion,” Assistant County Attorney Pearce 
pointed out. “That’s why we’re here, your 
honor. They need to finish construction.”

Among the items remaining to be completed at Bob’s Boathouse for it to obtain a Certificate of 
Occupancy is a watercourse buffer. The property sits on Phillippi Creek. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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At one point, Wittmer asked Yantorno if one 
of the purposes in issuing a TCO is to allow 
a business to operate through an entire high 
season to enable it to raise sufficient funds to 
pay any impact or capacity fees it owes.

“I don’t take that into consideration,” he told 
her. “Usually, some outstanding issues, usu-
ally related to the site … or sometimes the 
building” remain to be completed before a 
business can earn its CO, he continued. In 
such cases, a TCO will be issued, “to allow 
the business to operate while those last few 
details are being addressed.”

The Akers have contended in a lawsuit they 
filed against the county in late December 

that the business’ payment to the county of 
$77,063.44 in water and sewer capacity fees 
has hindered the completion of items on the 
punch list. County staff has countered that the 
money should have been paid before Bob’s 
Boathouse received its first TCO on Oct. 31, 
2013. However, confusion among county 
staff members about the ownership of Bob’s 
Boathouse — resulting from multiple entities 
submitting paperwork for the development of 
the new business — led to the issuance of the 
TCO without that payment, Tom Polk, direc-
tor of the Planning and Development Services 
Department, told the County Commission 
in December.

A sign at the rear fencing of the Bob’s Boathouse property, with a home beyond the fence, says, ‘We are 
here to kiss your keel! Please come again.’ Photo by Norman Schimmel
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THE PUNCH LIST

During the hearing, Yantorno testified that the 
reason the detailed punch list was created 
and provided with the Dec. 31 TCO extension 
was that “up to that point, we hadn’t seen 
any [substantial progress] and we wanted to 

make sure that, going into another TCO, that 
we were going to see some substantial move-
ment towards completion [of the items].”

“Normally,” Yantorno said, “it’s not neces-
sary for us to provide a checklist. Normally, 
we have professional people that are actively 

A county list dated Feb. 21 shows most of the punch list items that still needed to be addressed as of 
that date. March 21 documentation indicated sediment had been flushed from the storm pipes, the 
roof drain work had been completed and the storm basin had been cleaned of all debris since Feb. 21. 
Image courtesy Sarasota County
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involved with the construction of a commer-
cial site, such as this, from beginning to end 
that know what needs to be done in order 
to comply with code, the land development 
regulations, the fire [code], utilities and so on 
and so forth.”

He reiterated, “It’s not normal for us to have to 
provide a checklist of things to be completed.”

Yantorno added that he handled TCOs for 12 
years before his deputy, Kathleen Croteau, 
took on that responsibility, “and I never had 
to provide a checklist.”

Yantorno has been the county’s building offi-
cial for four years, he testified.

Croteau, to his knowledge, also never has had 
to provide a punch list, he added.

Yantorno explained that he and representa-
tives of each department or division that was 
involved with items remaining to be com-
pleted at Bob’s Boathouse participated in 
drawing up the list to make clear what had to 
be done before a CO could be issued.

According to testimony during the hearing, 
the number of items remaining to be com-
pleted has fallen from 25 on Dec. 31, 2013 
to 12.

In response to questioning from Pearce, 
Yantorno said the checklist was reduced from 
25 to 18 between Dec. 31 and Jan. 31.

When Pearce asked whether he would con-
sider that to have been “substantial progress,” 
Yantorno responded, “You can’t just look at 
the numbers … because some of these things 
are big items.”

When Pearce suggested the items removed 
during that period might have been easier to 
finish, Yantorno said that was how he would 
characterize the situation.

However, Aker countered that when the TCO 
was issued on Oct. 31, 2013, “It did not state 
you have to show anything.”

By the end of January, Pearce told the mag-
istrate, county staff could determine that 
only two or three of the punch list items had 
been completed.

Aker responded that when Bob’s Boathouse 
sought its first extension of the TCO, in late 
November, that was granted. “There was 
absolutely no test for performance.”

It was only in late December, Aker said, that 
county staff began pointing to the punch list 
as an issue — after the County Commission 
discussion in early December.

Special Magistrate Wittmer told Aker, “The 
request for a TCO is discretionary. You don’t 
have a right to a temporary Certificate of 
Occupancy. There is no established right 
under the [building] code to have one granted 
under any certain circumstances.”

She continued, “Additionally, I don’t find based 
upon the letters that have been issued [to 
Bob’s Boathouse by county staff], the receiv-
ing or granting or denying of the Temporary 
Certificate of Occupancy to establish a ‘test’ 
that … provides definitions of standards. … 
If you haven’t made substantial progress and 
used good faith efforts [to complete the punch 
list items], perhaps it’s up to the building offi-
cial to deny the request” for the extension of 
the TCO, she added.
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QUESTIONING TCO DECISIONS
Aker also questioned Jon Mast, the county’s 
manager for land development services, about 
the reason for Assistant County Administrator 
Cunningham’s involvement in the decision to 
deny another extension of the TCO on Jan. 31. 
Mast replied that denying a TCO is not taken 
lightly. “One does not do it in a vacuum,” 
Mast added; it was appropriate to check with 
supervisors in such circumstances.

When Aker then asked how many other busi-
nesses are operating with TCOs, Mast said he 
did not have that information. In response to 
a follow-up question from Aker, Mast replied 
that no other TCO has been revoked during 
the 13 months he has held his position with 
the county.

Yantorno testified that he also had no idea how 
many TCOs were outstanding as of March 21, 
but he could obtain that information.

“Are extensions of TCOs not important to 
you?” Aker asked.

“Of course, they are,” Yantorno said. However, 
Yantorno continued, “Within my department, 
25,000 permits are issued every year, and I 
can’t possibly be aware of every single permit 
that goes out.”

In response to another question, Yantorno 
told Aker the first TCO extension denied that 
he could recall during his tenure with the 
county had involved a daycare center; that 
situation took place about two years ago. 

Aker also asked Yantorno about why he 
issued the TCO in December when his dep-
uty, Croteau, issued the first two. Yantorno 
replied, “I felt there was a lot of pressure 
being put on Kathy for the previous TCOs and 
I needed to get a handle on the project.” %

Manuel R. Chepote, LUTCF
Chepote Insurance Inc.

1300 Main Street • Sarasota, Florida

(941) 366-0100
Serving Sarasota & Manatee Counties

agents.allstate.com/manuel-r-chepote-sarasota-fl.html

Click for driving directions

Auto • Home • Life 
Renters • Motorcycles 

Flood • Business • Annuities 
 Financial Services
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George Mazzarantani, a member of and legal 
counsel for the Sarasota Trap, Skeet and 
Shooting Clays, was elated with a unanimous 
Sarasota County Commission vote during the 
board’s Tuesday, March 25, budget workshop. 

Shooters took to the podium during the pub-
lic comments portion of the morning session 
to voice support for a plan to expand the 

shooting clay course at Knight Trail Park. 
And the commissioners backed the plan — 
voting to give the club $500,000 out of the 
public Tourist Development Tax (TDT) rev-
enue, along with an extension of the club’s 
lease of the county land and an additional 200 
acres so the club can add at least two more 
sporting clay courses and a pavilion. 

A Sarasota County Parks and Recreation Department Brochure offers details about the Knight Trail 
Park Pistol and Rifle Range. Image courtesy Sarasota County

THE COUNTY COMMISSIONERS UNANIMOUSLY APPROVE $500,000 IN 
TOURISM TAX REVENUE FOR THE KNIGHT TRAIL PARK CLAY SHOOTING 
COURSE, APPARENTLY THE FIRST SUCH USE OF TDT FUNDS
By Roger Drouin
County Editor

GUN CLUB SUPPORT



“We were incredibly pleased and very appre-
ciative,” Mazzarantani told The Sarasota 
News Leader Wednesday. 

Mazzarantani touted the decision as a boost 
for economic development through tour-
ism. “If we do this right, this will be a terrific 
asset to the county for many years to come,” 
he said.

The course expansion will allow the club to 
hold multi-day tournaments that bring in out-
of-towners, with an estimated $225,000 spent 
in the local economy during each such event, 
Mazzarantani estimated. “They understand 

sports tourism,” Mazzarantani said of the 
county commissioners. 

He was the person who drafted the expan-
sion plan.

“They understand the revenue this sport 
can generate for Sarasota County and South 
County in particular.”

Mazzarantani said Sarasota Trap, Skeet and 
Shooting Clays will continue to pay market 
rate rent for the property while also contrib-
uting $250,000 (over time) to the expense of 
expanding the facilities. 

The County Commission and staff discuss budget issues during the March 25 workshop in the Think 
Tank at the County Administration Center in Sarasota. Photo by Norman Schimmel

This deal is, quite frankly, 
amazing in my opinion.

Christine Robinson
Vice Chairwoman

Sarasota County Commission
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But the decision to use 
county TDT money to 
support the club was 
unique. It appears 
to be one of the first 
instances in the state 
of a local govern-
ment using tourism 
tax dollars to fund a 
full-service, tourna-
ment-holding shooting club.

The Knight Trail Park rifle range plans to host 
vendors such as gun manufacturers at events, 
Mazzarantani said. 

Most other shooting 
clubs that hold tour-
naments, such as the 
nearby Lakewood 
Ranch Ancient Oak 
Gun Club and Lakeland 
Rifle & Pistol Club, are 
not open to the pub-
lic. “The clubs I am 
aware of are privately 

owned,” Mazzarantani said, calling the County 
Commission’s vote a landmark decision. 

A few ranges, such as the Ocala Public 
Shooting Range and Tenoroc Public Shooting 

A clay shooting machine stands ready for use at a range. Image from Wikimedia Commons

If we do this right, this will be a 
terrific asset to the county for many  
years to come.

George Mazzarantani
Legal Counsel

Sarasota Trap, Skeet and Shooting Clays
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Range, are funded in part by the state through 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission (FWC) money. The FWC also 
operates the Tenoroc Range. Facilities such 
as those at Tenoroc, however, are for shooting 
only. Tenoroc , which was recently expanded, 
does not hold tournaments, according to a 
staff person at the site. 

Some private facilities do get outside funding 
from groups such as the NRA. 

The novelty of publicly funding a facility that 
will host tournaments and gun manufacturers 
did not spur conversation or any show of con-
cern by commissioners Tuesday.

CELEBRATION, BUT NO GUNSHOTS  

The commissioners who did speak about the 
club’s request voiced support for it. 

Vice Chairwoman Christine Robinson had 
worked closely with the club to bring the 
project to fruition. She pointed to the fact 
that the club is undertaking the expansion to 
add courses, thus enabling the facility to host 
national tournaments. “You can’t do that right 
now at this facility,” she added.

Further, a vote of approval by the board would 
mean an influx of tourism money during events 
and full hotels for South County, where the 
use of TDT funding “hasn’t really been there,” 
she said. The local Chambers of Commerce 
also support the project, she noted. 

The club also is willing to invest its own 
funds and pay for maintenance of the county 
property, Robinson pointed out. “This deal 

is, quite frankly, amazing in my opinion,” she 
told her colleagues.

Chairman Charles Hines agreed. “They have 
stepped up; that’s why this is a model.”

In a separate discussion about ways to pro-
mote tourism, Commissioner Joe Barbetta 
mentioned the Knight Trail expansion as 
one example of using TDT funding to pro-
mote “economic development” and increase 
tourism revenue. (See the related story in 
this issue.)

After the vote to approve the club expansion 
and funding, Hines asked whether anyone in 
the County Commission Chambers had heard 
anything: “Are there any gunshots going off in 
celebration?” %

Sarasota Trap, Skeet and Shooting Clays held 
its second Sporting Clays Classic on March 
16. Image courtesy of the club
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By now it is clear Sarasota is enjoying a robust 
season. One early reporting indicator is the 
number of parking violations.

During the monthly Parking Advisory Board 
meeting on Wednesday, March 26, those 
early returns showed 
“Ticket revenues were 
up significantly,” city 
Parking Manager Mark 
Lyons announced.

At least 17 percent of 
the tickets the past 
two months were 

issued to vehicles with out-of-state tags. 
Because rental cars can no longer be identi-
fied as such by their plates, it is impossible to 
determine the fraction of the tickets given to 
their drivers, but they, too, add to the revenue 

stream. 

In January the city’s 

Parking Department 

g rossed  approx i -

mately $67,000; in 

February, the figure 

was nearly $60,000.

The stump of a parking meter stands covered in front of City Hall in May 2011. Photo by Norman 
Schimmel`

MEMBERS OF A CITY ADVISORY BOARD ARE READY TO BROACH THEIR 
IDEAS WITH THE CITY COMMISSION — INCLUDING HOW TO FACE THE 
DEFICIT DILEMMA

A NEW MOVE ON 
PAID PARKING?

We are looking for a strategy to use 
beyond today, but not to get too far out  
on a limb.

Mark Lyons
Manager

Parking Department
City of Sarasota

By Stan Zimmerman
City Editor



More parking tickets being written is a sure sign of tourist season, city staff says. Photo courtesy City 
of Sarasota
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Lyons says nighttime enforcement of parking 
regulations is virtually nil, but he is consid-
ering shifting some of his staff to evening 
duty. “It’s unfortunate to see the degree of 
non-compliance,” he said. “Some crazy things 
are going on at night.” 

For example, Lyons’ staff busted a valet 
parker working for a downtown restaurant, 
fining him $500 for lack of a city permit. And 
staff levied another $100 per car that the valet 
firm had illegally parked in a city garage.

However, there is a limit to the powers of 
enforcement. Lyons was asked how many vio-
lators get ticketed in the St. Armands Circle 
area, a notorious hotbed of truly zany park-
ing. He estimated the figure to be about 20 

percent. But he warned that nailing 35 percent 
of all violators is about the best benchmark. 
“If we’re catching 35 percent of the violators 
at any one time, we’re doing a good job,” 
noted Lyons. “Anything higher causes public 
backlash.” 

PREPARING FOR THE  
STATE STREET GARAGE

This summer the surface parking lot on State 
Street will be taken over by construction of 
a new city parking garage. One morning, 139 
parking spaces will vanish. Lyons explained 
he is trying to find replacement spots, and 
he believes he has identified as many as 100 
new spots within 600 feet of the soon-to-dis-
appear lot.

The city’s Parking Department chief says staff tries not to be too heavy-handed with enforcement on 
St. Armands Circle. File photo
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He also suggested a unique solution for peo-
ple who park in the State Street lot every 
day. “If you are a customer of Northern Trust 
[Bank], you can park for free [in its parking 
garage next door],” Lyons suggested. “You 
might want to open a bank account.” 

He is working not only with Northern Trust, 
but also with the merchants along State Street 
who face the new garage. “I’m planning on 
holding a meeting with them next week to 
share this information and collect their ideas 
as well, he said.

Before construction of the garage begins, 
Lyons hopes to offer guidance to summer 
drivers on where they can find nearby down-
town parking. 

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

“I think it’s time to get going with this,” 
said Parking Advisory Board member Carl 
Shoffstall. “We’ve been meeting 18 months 
now.” 

He was referring to the board’s development 
over that time of what its overarching mis-
sion should be regarding parking, as well as a 
push again for paid parking. 

The board agreed that city parking options 
should be easy to use, trouble-free, safe, clean 
and reliable. Then it developed five guiding 
principles for the program: Support economic 
vitality, prevent spillover into neighborhoods, 
maintain public safety, ensure financial sus-
tainability and use facts for decision-making. 

Last year, the advisory board received a pro-
fessional examination of supply-and-demand 
issues related to parking, with information 
about both the season and off-season periods. 

It followed up on that by creating a strategic 
plan for parking. In other words, the advisory 
board is awash in both data and thought.

“The next step is to move these concepts in 
greater detail to the City Commission,” said 
Lyons. “We are looking for a strategy to use 
beyond today, but not to get too far out on 
a limb.”

The “limb” was the city’s aborted experiment 
in the spring of 2011 to institute a paid parking 
regime downtown with meters. It lasted all of 
45 days before a perceived rebellion of down-
town merchants killed the program. Eight 
people with bags over their heads protested, 
and the city commissioners pulled the plug, 
sidelining hundreds of state-of-the-art meters.

“If we don’t build on a solid foundation, we’re 
going to do this all over again,” noted Lyons. 

Shoffstall said he perceives the mood has 
changed at City Hall. “The commissioners 
I’m talking to are not saying, ‘No, no, no,’” 
he added.

The change of heart may be a result of the 
fact that parking represents a budgetary black 
hole, requiring half a million dollars from the 
general fund every year to enforce the time 
restrictions and maintain the city’s parking 
garages. Income is limited to ticket revenue. 
In other words, since the city commissioners 
killed paid parking in 2011, it has cost city 
taxpayers more than $1 million to keep park-
ing “free” downtown. 

“We need to talk about this now,” said 
Shoffstall. “We need to get them moving.” %
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It is an important arterial that runs between 
Sarasota and Manatee counties — a thorough-
fare that is getting 
ever busier. University 
Parkway will soon see 
an increase in traf-
fic as the new Mall 
at University Town 
Center opens and 
the Lakewood Ranch 

South development and major events at 
Benderson Rowing Park add more people to 

the area. 

On Tuesday, March 25, 
the Sarasota County 
Commission unani-
mously approved a 
resolution that will 
improve the prospects 
for big transportation 

A graphic created by the Minnesota Department of Transportation shows how to drive through a 
diverging diamond interchange. Image courtesy Minnesota DOT

IN RESOLUTIONS THIS WEEK, SARASOTA AND MANATEE COUNTIES 
COMMIT TO INTERSTATE 75 INTERCHANGE PROJECTS

ADVANCING THE PLAN

A lot of my earlier objections had 
to do with the size and the cost the state 
expected us to put into it.

Christine Robinson
Vice Chairwoman

Sarasota County Commission

By Roger Drouin
County Editor



changes in that area. 
The Manatee County 
Commission unani-
mously approved a 
similar resolution. 

The actions reflect for-
mal support for a new 
“diverging diamond” 
interchange at Interstate 75 and University 
Parkway. 

Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) 
officials want to prioritize the project and 
seek funding for it, making this modern trans-
portation design the first of its kind in Florida.

State officials had asked Sarasota and Manatee 
counties to back the proposal through reso-
lutions before FDOT proceeded any further. 

S t a t e  R e p .  G r e g 
Steube, R-Sarasota, 
who has been work-
ing to get the project 
in the fast lane, told 
The Sarasota News 
Leader earlier this 
month that the plan 
called for FDOT offi-

cials to begin that state funding quest as soon 
as the resolutions had the board chairmen’s 
signatures on them.

Sarasota County Chairman Charles Hines was 
scheduled to travel to Tallahassee before the 
end of the week to deliver both to FDOT. 

While the state is leading the effort to secure 
the necessary funding, it will be up to the coun-
ties to take the lead on roadway improvements 

St. Louis drivers navigate a diverging diamond interchange. Image courtesy Missouri Department 
of Transportation

There will be some pain, but it’s 
better to have this done this century  
than to wait.

Charles Hines
Chairman

Sarasota County Commission
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around the interchange, with the help of 
Schroeder Manatee Ranch Inc., the firm that 
created Lakewood Ranch, and Benderson, 
the force behind the new University Town 
Center, because both developers are obligated 
to provide area infrastructure improvements 
through both local government agreements 
and impact fee guidelines.

According to the resolution, the following 
regional improvements will be included in 
an area roadway plan: the construction of a 
bridge over I-75 on the southern boundaries 
of Nathan Benderson Park and Schroeder-
Manatee Ranch; the extension of Lakewood 
Ranch Boulevard from its current terminus 
south of University Parkway to Fruitville 
Road, subject to contractual commitments 
tied to development approvals; and the con-
struction of Lorraine Road between University 

Parkway and Fruitville Road, also subject to 
contractual commitments tied to develop-
ment approvals.

The Sarasota County commissioners, who 
were not so keen on the diverging diamond 
interchange when it was proposed to them 
almost exactly a year ago, have made a U turn 
in their views.  

On Tuesday, Chairman Hines provided an 
update on a recent meeting in Tallahassee 
about the project that included state and 
local officials — including Hines. Those dis-
cussions resulted in a fast-track push for the 
interstate improvement. Vice Chairwoman 
Christine Robinson was the first to address 
the topic Tuesday. 

“A lot of my earlier objections had to do with 
the size and the cost the state expected us to 

A graphic uses different colors to show how a diverging diamond interchange functions. Image via 
Wikimedia Commons
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put into it. I am supportive of this project, that 
has been scaled down, and we’re not footing 
the bill for millions on this,” Robinson said. 

Like Robinson, Commissioner Carolyn Mason 
noted that she had reservations earlier, but 
she is now supportive of the proposal.

Mason pointed out that when she first heard 
about the proposal at a Sarasota/Manatee 
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 
meeting, she asked herself, “What are they 
talking about?” But, again like Robinson, she 
favors the scaled-down version that will be 
funded by the state.

Hines noted that the project will entail some 
traffic delays and motorist headaches while it 
is under construction.

“We all recognize there is no perfect time to 
do this,” Hines said, adding, “There will be 
some pain, but it’s better to have this done 
this century than to wait.”

Construction could begin within a year, 
according to state and local officials. A strat-
egy will have to be devised regarding whether 
to pause the work or plan it around the major 

2017 World Rowing Championships, which 
will be held at Nathan Benderson Park. That 
event is expected to draw more than 40,000 
people, according to Paul Blackketter, the 
head of the nonprofit organization that man-
ages events at the park.

NEW SUPPORT 

On April 16, 2013, during a joint meeting of the 
Sarasota and Manatee county commissions, 
FDOT consultants presented a version of the 
plans for the diverging diamond intersection. 

At the time, they said work tentatively was 
set to begin in 2018. 

A diverging diamond would work best at the 
I-75 interchange with University Parkway, 
the consultants explained, because it could 
handle more traffic with ease than a standard 
“clover leaf” design could. Even though this 
type of intersection is relatively new — the 
first was built in Missouri in 2009 — it has been 
functioning smoothly; by the end of 2015, the 
consultants pointed out that as many as 70 
could be in use throughout the country. 

A graphic shows how a diverging diamond interchange would work at University Parkway and 
Interstate 75. Image courtesy Sarasota County
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Although it would cost millions, they noted, 
the diverging diamond at the I-75 and 
University Parkway location would be less 
expensive than some options and “provide the 
same level of service” as an overpass above 
the interstate. “It is the best [kind of] intersec-
tion here,” said Donnie Holcomb, an engineer 
at HDR Inc. and consultant for FDOT.

But neither Sarasota nor Manatee County 
commissioners were keen on FDOT’s plan. 

Some said they did not like the funds the 
counties were being asked to contribute, and 
they were wary of the complexity — and size 
— of the diverging diamond intersection.

Manatee County Commissioner Carol 
Whitmore said something had to be done 
in that area to improve the traffic flow, but 
she voiced shock at the presentation, which 
included a video showing a diverging dia-
mond interchange in Utah. 

“This is a new thing,” Whitmore said. “We 
were kind of freaking out when we watched 
the video.” 

Sarasota County Commissioner Nora 
Patterson noted that it all came down to cost. 
“The question is who pays for the ultimate 
solution.” 

Manatee Commissioner Vanessa Baugh con-
curred with that sentiment. “I will say one 
word, and that is … ‘money.’”

Sarasota County Commissioner Joe Barbetta 
questioned whether the diverging diamond 
would be the best type of upgrade for the 
intersection. 

“There are none in Florida?” Barbetta 
asked the consultants. Given an affirmative 
response, he replied, “My concern is FDOT 
has no experience with diverging diamonds in 
Florida. I think I would prefer a roundabout 
there before a diverging diamond.”

The consultants said traffic studies showed 
a roundabout would not work at that site 
because of the heavy traffic. They added that 
the closest diverging diamond is in suburban 
Atlanta. 

Diverging diamond interchanges are in use in 
Kentucky as well as Utah and Georgia. %

DOWNLOAD THE PDF
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Sarasota County staff once again has pushed 
back the timeline for a County Commission 
discussion of the proposal to dredge Big 
Sarasota Pass and build three groins on South 
Lido Key as part of a 50-year plan to renourish 
and stabilize Lido Beach, The Sarasota News 
Leader has learned.

This is the third time the agenda item has 
been delayed, a result of the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers pushing back its schedule for 
release of materials related to the project.

Amy H. Meese, the county’s director of nat-
ural resources, reported to Assistant County 

(Above) A boat heads toward Big Pass on March 21. Photo by Norman Schimmel

WHILE THE COUNTY COMMISSION AGAIN PUSHES BACK ITS DISCUSSION 
OF THE LIDO RENOURISHMENT PROJECT, A PRIVATE GROUP SEEKS 
PUBLIC SUPPORT TO FIGHT THE DREDGING OF BIG PASS

DELAYED DISCUSSION 
AND A FUNDING DRIVE

By Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor



Administrator Lee Ann Lowery on Monday, 
March 24, that she and Laird Wreford, director 
of coastal resources, recommended moving 
the discussion from April 23 to June 10 or 11. 
The reason, she pointed out, is that the Army 
Corps “indicates that the long-awaited model-
ing/impacts analysis report will be released at 
the end of April [and] that report will contain 
information that is critical to the discussion 
that the County Commission has requested.”

Staff would like time to review and report 
on the Army Corps documents prior to the 
County Commission discussion, Meese added.

As a result of Meese’s email, Dianne Robertson, 
assistant to County Administrator Tom Harmer, 
informed the commissioners in an email that 
Harmer had asked that the materials be dis-
tributed as soon as they come in, and then staff 
would confirm the schedule of the discussion 
“for your first set of meetings in June.” 

The organization Save Our Siesta Sand 2 has just launched a website to bolster opposition to the 
proposed dredging of Big Sarasota Pass and to raise funds for an independent review of a report to 
be released by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers regarding the dredging plan. Image from soss2.com
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The Sarasota News Leader confirmed 
this week from Susan J. Jackson, a public 
information officer for the Army Corps in 
Jacksonville, that the Army Corps still plans 
to have the models and analysis ready for 
release in late April.

In response to a question about whether 
the materials will be released to the City of 
Sarasota, the county and the public all at the 
same time, Jackson wrote only that the fed-
eral agency “[intends] to present the results 
to the public.”

Alexandrea DavisShaw, engineer for the City 
of Sarasota, told the News Leader on March 

26 that details had not been worked out yet 
regarding the distribution of the materials. 
She added that since the Army Corps is work-
ing under contract with the City of Sarasota 
on the renourishment project, she anticipates 
receiving the materials first and then passing 
them along to Wreford at the county. 

“I think, really, we’re just waiting till they get 
everything ready to go,” DavisShaw added, 
before those details are completed.

Wreford told the News Leader in a March 27 
email that while he also could not say with 
certainty how the distribution would be han-
dled, “[I]t was my clear understanding that 

A U.S. Army Corps of Engineers graphic shows the proposed borrow areas in Big Sarasota Pass. 
Image courtesy City of Sarasota
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the report would be released to all (the pub-
lic, local governments, the media) at the same 
time. This has certainly been my assumption 
all along. Of course, even if that is not case 
as it turns out, as soon as the City or the 
County receive the report, it becomes a pub-
lic record that could be shared with anyone 
who requests it.”

Organizations on Siesta Key have been espe-
cially eager to see the materials. Five Siesta 
groups already have issued resolutions 

opposing the Army Corps proposal to dredge 
Big Sarasota Pass to provide up to 1.1 million 
cubic yards of sand to renourish Lido Beach. 
Army Corps representatives have said in pub-
lic meetings that they do not expect Big Pass 
to suffer any ill consequences as a result of 
the dredging. However, Siesta business and 
community leaders have expressed worry 
that not only might the dredging damage the 
pass, but it also might lead to devastating con-
sequences for Siesta’s beaches and expose 

A channel marker stands in Big Pass, with Lido Key to the north. Photo by Rachel Hackney
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the island to more danger from major storms 
and hurricanes.

Most recently, the Boaters’ Coalition, which 
has members from Clearwater south to 
Marco Island, became the sixth organiza-
tion to announce its opposition to the Army 
Corps plan.

Peter van Roekens, a Siesta resident who 
chairs the group, noted in his March 8 
announcement that the vote was unanimous, 
adding, “The Boaters’ Coalition opposes this 
dredge based on navigational concerns that 
Big Pass will end up in the same condition 
as every other dredged inlet that does not 
have protective jetties, namely they become 
shallow and basically impassible for anything 
except shallow draft boats without repeated 
dredging on a regular basis.”

For examples, he cited New Pass and Stump 
Pass. Although natural passes do tend to shift, 
he added, they remain open. 

“There are just too many boating interests 
that depend on Big Pass remaining navigable” 
— including the Sarasota and Bird Key yacht 
clubs and Marina Jack in downtown Sarasota 
— “to take this risk,” he continued.

PREPARING FOR A FIGHT

In the meantime, one group that already had 
created a Facebook page to promote the pro-
tection of Siesta Key has begun a fundraising 
drive that could pay not only for an indepen-
dent peer review of the Army Corps’ models 
and report but also for a legal challenge to the 
dredging of Big Pass, if necessary. 

A slide shown by U.S. Army Corps of Engineers representatives to Sarasota groups last year shows 
the agency has predicted no ill effects on the channel from the dredging of Big Pass. Image courtesy 
City of Sarasota
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Save Our Siesta Sand 2 reprises the name used 
by a Siesta organization decades ago to fight 
an earlier proposal to dredge Big Pass. The 
Facebook page announced on March 27 that 
the new group has just launched a website, 
soss2.com, “dedicated to saving the #1 beach 
on Siesta Key from ruin through the removal 
of sand from its protective shoal by the Army 
Corps of Engineers.”

The website points out that Save Our Siesta 
Sand 2 is a Florida not-for-profit corpora-
tion formed to obtain donations to pay for 
a consulting firm to review the Army Corps’ 
feasibility study after it is released. “It is our 
belief from documentation and previous stud-
ies, and [professionals] with environmental 
and scientific backgrounds, that any removal 
of sand from Siesta Key’s protective shoal in 
Big Pass will have long lasting deleterious 
effects on Siesta Key beaches; particularly the 
northern end of the island,” the website adds.

The SOSS2 team of business owners, resi-
dents and property owners “is dedicated to 
making our opposition known in an effort to 
protect the crown jewel of the county, Siesta 
Key, its beaches and its residents,” the site 
points out. 

One key initiative planned to help spread the 
word and gain donations is the creation of a 
video, Let It Be, about the preservation of Big 
Pass. Rich Schineller, the Siesta resident who 
has been the creative force behind that pro-
duction, told the News Leader this week he 
was finalizing the edit of the video.

In response to questions from the News 
Leader, Maria Bankemper, general manager 

and co-owner of the Best Western Plus-Siesta 
Key  at 6600 S. Tamiami Trail, who is also 
one of the SOSS2 organizers, emphasized in 
an email this week that an independent peer 
review of the Army Corps materials about the 
dredging — whenever they become available 
— is critical. 

Moreover, she and her family members have 
retained legal counsel, she told the News 
Leader in December, to advise them as the 
Lido renourishment effort proceeds. 

Bankemper pointed out in her email that the 
Best Western Plus-Siesta Key is her liveli-
hood; her family purchased it in 2007. “The 
hotel has invested in the community and 
sponsors many of the events that come to 
Siesta beaches every year,” she added. 

“Siesta Key is vitally important to all of us who 
own and operate businesses on and off the 
island,” she wrote in the email. Bankemper 
also is past chairwoman of the Siesta Key 
Chamber of Commerce.  

If the Army Corps is allowed to dredge Big 
Pass and damage occurs, she pointed out, 
“funds will not be able to replace or renour-
ish [the pass].”

People may donate contributions through 
a secure platform on the Facebook page or 
through the new website.

Additionally, anyone may send a check made 
out to SOSS2 Inc. to the following address: 
SOSS2 Inc., 6600 S. Tamiami Trail, Sarasota, 
Florida 34231; Attn:  Maria Bankemper. %
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After 10 months of deliberation and “practice” 
for the upcoming “program,” it will be show 
time April 1 for the future of the Community 
Redevelopment Area (CRA) in downtown 
Sarasota. Its 30-year tenure expires in two 
years. Without an extension approved by both 
the City and County commissions, the CRA 
will cease to exist on Sept. 30, 2016.

After 10 months of deliberation, an ad hoc 
committee appointed by the two commis-
sions will make its report on Tuesday. The top 
recommendation is to extend the life of the 
CRA another 30 years. 

The CRA is funded with a property tax scheme 
giving the city nearly $7 million per year to 
fight “slum and blight” downtown. In its ear-
liest days, the CRA devoted 95 percent of the 
money to “brick and mortar projects,” but 
over the past five years, that fraction is down 
to 55 percent.

Taking up the difference has been “enhanced 
redevelopment services” in the area, up from 
zero in the first five years to 29 percent in the 
past five. The “services” include $1 million for 
police patrols. 

During their second joint meeting in five years, the Newtown and Downtown Sarasota Community 
Redevelopment Area Advisory Boards on March 20 unanimously endorsed the recommendations of 
an ad hoc committee to extend the CRA another 30 years. Photo by Stan Zimmerman

ON APRIL 1, THE CITY AND COUNTY COMMISSIONS WILL HEAR A 
REPORT RECOMMENDING THE EXTENSION OF THE DOWNTOWN 
SARASOTA COMMUNITY REDEVELOPMENT AGENCY

THE SHOWDOWN

By Stan Zimmerman
City Editor



Some county commissioners are leery 
of a CRA extension. They are led by 
Commissioner Nora Patterson, who sat on 
the City Commission for two terms before her 
first election to the County Commission. On 
the city board, she helped apportion the CRA 
monies. The Sarasota City Commission is the 
governing body for the CRA; as such, it makes 
decisions unilaterally on how the money is 
spent, despite the fact that more than half of 
the funding comes from the county.

The ad hoc committee plans two recommen-
dations that may soften the threat of county 
hostility next week. It will recommend replac-
ing the City Commission as the governing 
body with a seven-member board: two city 
and two county commissioners, plus three 
citizens appointed by the City Commission 
but not necessarily city residents. 

The second enticement is an offer to allow 
the county to “share” the CRA monies, with 
the fraction to be determined by the new sev-
en-member governing board. 

Because the funding scheme uses the power 
of compound interest, the total amount of 
money over the next 30 years is estimated to 
come in at a level between $400 million and 
$500 million, an average of more than $10 mil-
lion per year to be “shared” as well as spent in 
the geographically defined CRA district.

The money is important to the city, especially 
because it is being used to supplement the 
Police Department budget, the city’s largest 
annual expense. If the CRA were allowed to 
expire, the city would lose $3.5 million annu-
ally. It is a very easy decision for the city 
commissioners to make when faced with the 
question of the CRA’s extension. Conversely, 

The County Commission sits in session in January. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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Downtown Sarasota looks postcard perfect across Sarasota Bay. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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the county would gain $3.5 million annually 
if the CRA died, with the number rising over 
time to $5 million or more every year. 

Meanwhile, the Cities of North Port and 
Venice will be eyeing the April 1 proceedings 
carefully. If Sarasota gets another 30 years 
of CRA funding, why cannot they, too, enjoy 
the benefits of the scheme? With North Port 
now the largest city in the county by popu-
lation, there is pressure for the same kind of 
development there that the CRA provided in 
downtown Sarasota.

County commissioners fear an extension 
of the Sarasota CRA will feed the desires 
of North Port and Venice residents for their 
own CRAs. And it is possible the CRA deci-
sion may be held hostage to county demands 
that the City of Sarasota turn over real estate 
along Ringling Boulevard, as well as further 
demands to create a homeless shelter in 
Newtown. There might be other points the 
city could be forced to cede to even get the 
extension discussion going. 

The talks are not expected to start in a pleas-
ant atmosphere. While the agenda originally 
had the CRA discussion as its single topic, the 
county added a new item last week. At noon 
on April 1, the two bodies will talk about 
county homelessness and vagrancy prob-
lems, along with efforts to create a shelter in 
the city. Right now, the City Commission is 
locked in a 3-2 split in favor of creating the 
shelter, but that does not sit well with county 
commissioners. 

At 1:30 p.m., the CRA discussion is scheduled 
to begin. Expect 90 tense minutes before dis-
cussion starts on the future of as much as 
$500 million in property tax revenue. 

But before they begin talking, the city and 
county commissioners formally will receive 
a 130-page report and see a 76-slide presen-
tation — products of the ad hoc committee’s 
meetings. 

It will be an eventful afternoon. %

The City Commission discusses its budget in September 2013. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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After standing vacant for four years, Dolphin 
Tower, the downtown condominium complex 
with a crack in its figurative heart, is show-
ing some signs of life. That crack was not 
caused by errant romance. Bad concrete did 
the damage. 

Now construction crews are using pressurized 
water jets to demolish areas of the building in 
order to repair a “transfer slab” that failed, 
putting the entire high-rise in jeopardy. The 
work is causing so much noise, the neighbors 
are complaining. 

“You couldn’t hear yourself think,” said Eileen 
Hampshire, who owns and operates a shop 
on Palm Avenue just behind the tower. “It was 
noise that was constant. People on the street 
were afraid and leaving. It was unbelievable.”

The Palm Avenue Merchants Association 
approached the Downtown Improvement 
District board on Tuesday, March 23, to ask 
for more information about the work. “We 
are supportive of the renovation, as opposed 
to the trauma of razing it,” said Ken Taksen, 
association vice president. “But most of us 

The construction trailer under Dolphin Tower’s porte cochere says it all. The tower is closed while 
repairs are in progress. Photo by Stan Zimmerman

WORK HAS BEGUN TO STABILIZE DOLPHIN TOWER

THE PRICE OF PROGRESS

By Stan Zimmerman
City Editor



Count up to the fourth floor to find the nearly fatal flaw in Dolphin Tower’s initial construction. Photo 
by Stan Zimmerman
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don’t know what’s going on, the timetable and 
so forth.”

As for the noise, he added, “It was horrible 
for at least two weeks.” 

The building, which is 15 stories tall, faces 
west across Gulfstream Avenue. One side 
fronts on Palm Avenue. Despite a bevy of 
rumors, as of press time, there were no plans 
by the city to either block off Palm Avenue 
or evacuate the businesses surrounding the 
tower, city officials say.

The contractor is working under a demolition 
permit issued by the city, but the firm has yet 
to receive a building permit to start knitting 
the building back together. A senior building 
official told The Sarasota News Leader the 
engineering solution is complex, so it is being 
double-checked carefully by a consultant 

hired by the city before the city issues a build-
ing permit. 

The structure was emptied hurriedly in July 
2010 when a concrete slab holding up 11 of 
the 15 stories cracked. The floors below that 
level were used for parking and a lobby to 
serve the 117 units. 

The condominium association did receive 
an insurance settlement. That, coupled with 
assessments of unit owners, is expected to 
cover the cost of the work. 

The repair plan calls for reinforcing the 
fourth-floor transfer slab. The water jets are 
being used to cut about 2 inches of concrete 
from the surface of the slab in preparation for 
strengthening it. Then a 6-inch layer of new, 
reinforced concrete will be poured on top of 
the old slab. %
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Within about three weeks, the swimming 
area of Warm Mineral Springs should reopen, 
thanks to votes this week by the North 
Port City Commission and the Sarasota 
County Commission.

In separate action at meetings over the past 
week, the boards also authorized the adver-
tisement of a long-term solicitation designed 
to bring in creative ideas for the entire 81-acre 
site to keep it open well beyond the Aug. 31 
expiration of the short-term contract.

The two local governments purchased the 
property jointly in December 2010.

That advertisement was going out on March 
26, Sarasota County Parks and Recreation 
Director Carolyn Brown told her board. It 
will be sent to more than 200 companies and 
service providers, both in the United States 
and abroad, Brown explained on March 25. 
The marketing expense will be about $25,000, 
split evenly between the county and the City 
of North Port.

Swimmers enjoy the warm water of the Springs shortly before the facility closed on June 30, 2013. 
Photo by Stan Zimmerman

A SHORT-TERM OPERATOR AND A LONG-TERM SOLICITATION PROCESS 
FOR WARM MINERAL SPRINGS WIN APPROVAL

REOPENING SOON

By Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor

[The short-term contract] is the leverage that puts North Port on notice to either 
get this done or [the Springs] closes again, and all the pressure falls on them for 
allowing that to happen.

Charles Hines
Chairman

Sarasota County Commission



County Commissioner Joe Barbetta cast the 
only dissenting vote on the marketing cam-
paign, citing the numerous free means of 
getting out the word.

However, Vice Chairwoman Christine 
Robinson told her colleagues before the vote, 
“This is very necessary … so we can get the 
widest pool [of responses] that we can.”

Given the prior period of discord between 
the City and County commissions over the 
future of Warm Mineral Springs, she pointed 
out, “We’ve scared off bidders. You cannot 
say that we have not.”

Commissioner Nora Patterson concurred. “I’d 
really like this to have some exposure,” she 

said of the solicitation. “We’re just going to 
start the whole ballgame rolling into a mess 
if we don’t have a lot of exposure and at least 
several choices here.”

The March 25 County Commission vote was 
unanimous on actions relative to the short-
term operation of the resort, which was won 
by National and State Parks Concessions Inc. 
with a bid of $48,280. 

Barbetta voiced reluctant support of that 
action. “We should not be doing anything 
without a long-term [deal] in process,” he 
told his colleagues. “I’m in fear that this 
is being approved quickly by [the North 

A graphic in the long-term solicitation package shows the existing land uses on the 81 acres of Warm 
Mineral Springs. Image courtesy Sarasota County
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Port commissioners] with the expectation 
that there’s no pressure on them for a long-
term vendor.”

Robinson disagreed, adding that she had been 
watching recent North Port City Commission 
meetings, during which the board mem-
bers had acknowledged “numerous times” 
the need to complete the long-term solicita-
tion process.

Chairman Charles Hines said the short-term 
contract “is the leverage that puts North 
Port on notice to either get this done or [the 
Springs] closes again, and all the pressure 
falls on them for allowing that to happen.”

“I hope it all works out,” Barbetta said.

“I do, too,” Hines responded.

AT THE COUNTY COMMISSION DAIS

During the County Commission workshop on 
March 25, Brown explained that North Port 
received five bids during its solicitation for 
a short-term operator of the swimming area 
at Warm Mineral Springs. Two were deemed 
responsive and responsible, she noted. 

According to a document provided by the 
City of North Port Purchasing Department, a 
responsible bidder is one “that has the capac-
ity and capability to perform the work …”

The North Port City Commission had voted 
unanimously the previous evening to approve 
the agreement with National and State Parks 
Concessions, Brown added.

Members of the North Port City Commission are (from left) Vice Mayor Rhonda DiFranco, Mayor 
James Bucher and Commissioners Linda Yates, Cheryl Cook and Tom Jones. Image courtesy City of 
North Port

I will continue to move forward with the 
minimum amount of development that we can.

Rhonda DiFranco
Vice Mayor

City of North Port
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“I actually unknowingly last summer visited 
this vendor in Cades Cove up in Tennessee,” 
Robinson said, referring to a family vacation. 
She even bought a Christmas ornament in 
the gift shop, she added, and commented at 
the time “on how nicely run the shop was.” 
Robinson continued, “Little did I know that 
[the operator] would be a future vendor for 
the Springs …”

“I hope you’re correct that they’re a good 
vendor,” Barbetta responded. “But I’m really 
concerned about the huge discrepancy 
between the first and second bidder.”

Bioluminescence Institute, represented by 
William Delp, bid $300,000 on the short-term 
operation, according to documents prepared 
by the North Port Purchasing Department.

Bioluminescence had no references for similar 
operations in the past 10 years, the document 
noted, and it did not meet the criteria for hav-
ing a minimum of one year of management 
experience during the past five years.

According to its website, National and State 
Park Concessions, based in Hobe Sound, was 
founded by its current president and CEO, 
Jack E. Bobo Jr., in 1988. Bobo “saw a need 
to provide quality … services for visitors to 
the Florida State Parks,” the website adds. 
“In October 1988, he and his partner were 
awarded a contract from the State of Florida 
to operate a boat tour in the Collier-Seminole 
State Park.” 

Over the years, the site continues, “Mr. Bobo’s 
operations have expanded and have been 

A graphic shows existing structures at Warm Mineral Springs. Image courtesy Sarasota County
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A timeline shows the plan for meetings to ensure a long-term operation begins at Warm Mineral 
Springs on Sept. 1. Image courtesy Sarasota County
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entrusted with the care and preservation of 
some of Florida’s most prized destinations. 
Our founder’s philosophy still remains the 
same today as it did from the beginning: to pro-
vide resource-based recreation and superior 
visitor services, while interpreting and pre-
serving our natural and cultural resources.”

Barbetta asked what would happen if National 
and State Park Concessions was not inter-
ested in the long-term operation of Warm 
Mineral Springs.

“They would have to transition out of the 
property and the new vendor would be com-
ing in,” Brown replied.

“If we stop paying them, their incentive to 
stay goes away,” County Attorney Stephen 
DeMarsh pointed out.

“This is a Band-Aid,” Robinson said of the 
short-term operation, “because the only thing 
that’s going to keep [the resort] open is get-
ting the long-term [process] done. … We’ve 
got a purposeful end date for this, so we can 
make sure we get Warm Mineral Springs … 
open and keep it open on a permanent basis.”

The city and county have committed to hav-
ing a long-term plan in place as of Sept. 1.

“But if it’s a Band-Aid and we can’t get the 
North Port Commission to agree on a long-
term vendor,” Barbetta responded, “then this 
[short-term contract] can’t be extended. We’re 
dealing with a four-month Band-Aid and a 
vacant place.”

THE NEXT STEP

Before the board voted on the long-term solic-
itation, Robinson asked for clarification from 
County Attorney DeMarsh about the need 

for the commission to declare Warm Mineral 
Springs surplus property. “I don’t want this to 
be misconstrued,” she said.

For most solicitation purposes, DeMarsh 
explained, it is not necessary to declare a 
property surplus. However, if the chosen 
respondent wanted to lease or purchase a 
portion of the Warm Mineral Springs parcel 
for a private purpose, such as construction 
of a hotel, he continued, the surplus property 
clause had to be included in the document. 
Otherwise, he added, the solicitation process 
would have to be started all over again to 
ensure it complied with state law regarding 
competition for bids.

“So basically, it’s a technical requirement?” 
Robinson asked.

DeMarsh affirmed that, adding the city and 
county still would have to agree to such a pri-
vate use.

“I’m looking forward to getting a long-term 
vendor in [Warm Mineral Springs],” Robinson 
said before making the motion to approve 
the solicitation package. That motion 
passed unanimously.

Robinson also made a motion that approved 
two proposed joint meetings with the City 
Commission during the process. The first will 
be to whittle responses to a short list. The 
second will be to hear presentations from 
representatives of those groups.

She also suggested that county staff propose 
to the North Port board that it entertain the 
idea of working with the County Commission 
to choose whom to award the bid during 
that second meeting, if the North Port 
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commissioners felt they could make the deci-
sion that day.

That motion passed unanimously, too, though 
Commissioner Carolyn Mason was out of 
the room.

AT THE NORTH PORT 
COMMISSION DAIS

During a special meeting on March 20, the 
North Port City Commission voted 4-1 to 
approve the long-term solicitation package. 

Last year, Commissioners Linda Yates, Rhonda 
DiFranco and Cheryl Cook were united in 
opposing any prospect of development at the 
resort. However, this year, they have joined 
Mayor James Blucher and Commissioner 
Tom Jones in cooperating with the County 
Commission to get the Springs reopened.

Still, Cook voted against the long-term solic-
itation. She pointed to language it contains 
regarding the zoning of the property, which 
would allow up to 62,000 square feet of “com-
mercial/tourist/spa uses,” up to 45,000 square 
feet of “institutional/conference center uses, 
and 270 residential units.” 

“My huge concern at this time … is the res-
idential units,” Cook explained. “I want to 
remind the commission that we just passed 

an impact fee moratorium in order to help our 
local independent homebuilders gain ground 
again [during the economic recovery] … [but] 
we are turning around and potentially giving 
these housing units to a builder on the peo-
ple’s property.”

Another concern, she continued, is the fact 
that a hotel with nighttime activities, includ-
ing live music, could pose noise problems for 
residents near the Springs.

However, DiFranco, vice chairwoman of the 
city board, pointed out that the public has 
demanded to see the Springs reopened. She 
agreed with Cook’s concern about the resi-
dential units, she added, as she had noted 
from her first day on the commission. (She 
was elected in November 2012.) “I’m still not 
in favor of that,” DiFranco said. 

Nonetheless, the city and county need to pro-
ceed with the long-term solicitation process, 
she pointed out, because that would get the 
resort in operation once more. 

“I will continue to move forward with the 
minimum amount of development that we 
can,” DiFranco added. “We will take into con-
sideration everything that comes through 
and do the best we can for our citizens here  
in North Port.” %
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American Civil Liberties Union of Florida board member Mark Schneider. Photo courtesy Mark 
Schneider

Q&A: MARK SCHNEIDER

Ever since 9/11, one of the common 
buzzwords you’re likely to hear in any dis-
cussion about America’s engagement with 
the Middle East or Islamist terrorism is 
“Sharia” — this despite the fact that most 

people throwing it around have no clue 
about what it actually means.

Enter Mark Schneider. A board member 
with the American Civil Liberties Union of 

ACLU OF FLORIDA BOARD MEMBER SAYS AMERICANS HAVE NO NEED 
TO FEAR SHARIA
By Cooper Levey-Baker
Associate Editor

http://aclufl.org/


Florida, Schneider jokes that he’s the “enter-
tainment” at this Saturday’s annual meeting 
of the American Civil Liberties Union’s 
Sarasota chapter. He won’t be singing songs 
or cracking jokes — he’ll be answering a 
simple question about Sharia: “What’s it all 
about?” The Sarasota News Leader wanted 
to know the answer, so we spoke to him 
last week.

  

The Sarasota News Leader: So. Sharia. What 
is it all about?

Mark Schneider: Most people who learn 
about Sharia in the United States from news-
papers would think it’s like a criminal law, 
and it isn’t. A large portion of Sharia law 

has to do with matters that have nothing to 
do with criminal law in the United States or 
even civil law. Among the topics are how to 
cleanse yourself, how to properly pray, your 
obligations to Islam, how to properly fast, 
how to make pilgrimage, dress codes, ritual 
observances and dietary laws, how to slaugh-
ter Halal meats and how to consume them. 
That’s the significant portion of the law that 
has nothing to do with what we would think 
of as civil or criminal law.

What’s going on in Sharia looks almost exactly 
like what goes on with Orthodox Judaism in 
the United States. There’s a whole lot of law 
about one’s relationship with divinity in terms 
of being clean or unclean.

  

Then-state Rep. Alan Hays, R-Umatilla, addresses colleagues in 2010. Hays is the Senate sponsor of the 
Legislature’s current ‘application of foreign law’ bill. Photo by Meredith Geddings, via myfloridahouse.gov
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SNL: How did you become so knowledgeable 
on the topic?

MS: I knew nothing about Islam until I came 
to Palm Beach County and went to a presen-
tation by a local rabbi who claimed that the 
Quran was the basis of Islamist terrorism or 
political Islam or whatever you want to call 
it. This guy was in other respects very liberal, 
but that set me back on my heels. How could 
the Quran be the basis of terrorism if the 
Quran has been around since 700 or so, and 
terrorism is a relatively recent phenomenon? I 
began to engage the rabbi in a dialogue about 
his thesis, and in the course of this, I had to 
read the Quran. I realized that my perception 
that Muslims are somehow different is based 
more on their headgear and the wearing of 
flowing robes than it is on anything that has 
to do with theology.

  

SNL: Why does the idea of Sharia alarm so 
many Americans?

MS: There is a portion of Sharia law that bears 
on civil or criminal law. The civil portion is on 
regulations about trade and commerce, inher-
itance, marriage and divorce, child custody 
and then some sort of stuff we would con-
sider criminal law. It’s that stuff that excites 
people in the United States, because they see 
it as potentially conflicting with U.S. law.

  

SNL :  How is Sharia implemented in 
other countries?

MS: Muslim-majority states have a quite vari-
able relationship to Sharia law in terms of their 
legal system. In some states, the law of the 
state corresponds quite closely with Sharia, 

and then there are other polities where there 
is some degree of correlation, and then there 
are states where there is a low correspon-
dence. A very interesting point is that Israel 
finances Sharia courts and pays its judges and 
sends its Muslim citizens that have issue with 
marriage and inheritance to Sharia courts.

When people get worried about Sharia, they’re 
worried about a couple of things. In Sharia, 
the procedures are very different from those 
of U.S. law. Usually, neither the plaintiff nor 
defendant has a lawyer, and instead of pre-
senting evidence, they take oaths. They swear 
on the validity of their claims. There’s no jury, 
and the judge usually renders a decision very 
swiftly. You come into court and you get the 
decision that day. For a U.S. lawyer or a per-
son who is a fan of the due process clause of 
the 14th Amendment, a Sharia court would 
just make their jaw drop, and that’s a problem 
for human rights across the globe.

  

SNL: What about harsh punishments?

MS: For certain crimes, stoning and amputa-
tion and flogging are authorized, but they’re 
almost never carried out, with one interest-
ing exception. For example, to have someone 
convicted of adultery, it requires four male 
witnesses of penetration, and because those 
evidentiary requirements are almost never 
met, almost nobody receives the stoning pun-
ishment for adultery. Over the course of the 
entire history of the Ottoman Empire, there 
were only two cases of stoning. Where these 
barbaric punishments are occurring are in 
failed states overrun by Islamist militias 
imposing Sharia.
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SNL: The Florida Legislature is currently 
considering a bill banning the “applica-
tion of foreign law,” which is essentially 
an anti-Sharia measure. How would these 
types of bills, which have passed elsewhere, 
affect Americans?

MS: Because they can’t be framed as just 
against Islam, they would affect Jewish law 
just as much as Sharia. If you say you can’t 
sign a contract under a religious code of law, 
then kosher meat markets can’t sign contracts 
with their kosher meat providers, because 
they all rely upon non-U.S. law.

There’s really no reason for any concern about 
Sharia law in the United States. If there’s any 
concern, it would apply equally to Jewish 
law. Sometimes when Islamophobic legisla-
tors say, “Let’s get after these Muslims” — of 
course, they can’t say it that way — Jewish 
lawmakers will stand up and say, “Wait a min-
ute, you’re going to have the same effect on 
our community.”

  

SNL: What kind of reaction do you get when 
you speak publicly about Sharia?

MS: Sometimes I get quite hostile reac-
tions, and I get people saying things that are 
completely off the wall about Muslims. I’m 
sometimes kind of flabbergasted.

The degree of general hostility to Islam is 
huge. We have a mosque being built up the 
street from us, and my wife and I went to a 
meeting where the final planning was being 
looked over, and there were a whole bunch of 
hostile people there, and my wife got up and 
said to the Muslim community, “We’re thrilled 
to have you in our community.” Within a week, 
she got hate mail saying that the writer — of 
course, the anonymous writer — is going to 
try to get my wife fired. It’s pretty bad, and I’d 
be curious to know if it’s as bad on your coast 
as ours.

The Sarasota chapter of the ACLU will hold 
its annual meeting, elect its officers and 
gather to hear Schneider from 2:30 to 4 p.m. 
Saturday, March 29, at Selby Public Library, 
1331 First St., Sarasota. %
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The Sarasota County School Board was tak-
ing nothing for granted right up to March 25, 
as it prepared to ask voters to renew a special 
1-mill district tax for the fourth time.

Even though the turnout was lower than in the 
previous years the measure was on the bal-
lot, 76.89 percent of the votes cast on March 
25 supported keeping 
the tax. “I am abso-
lutely thrilled,” School 
Board Chairwoman 
Jane Goodwin told 
The Sarasota News 
Leader on March 26. 

“We are so pleased that a significant major-
ity of Sarasota County voters have once 
again supported the 1 mill for local pub-
lic education as they did in 2002, 2006 and 
2010,” Superintendent of Schools Lori White 
responded in an email to the News Leader. 
“The fact that more than 75 percent of people 

who went to the polls 
or voted early said, 
‘Yes,’ to the renewal 
of this funding speaks 
volumes about this 
community’s strong 
support for its public 

Brochures distributed in advance of the Sarasota County Schools’ 1-mill referendum touted reasons 
for voters to continue to support the tax. Photo by Rachel Hackney

VOTERS RENEW THE SARASOTA COUNTY SCHOOLS’ 1-MILL TAX, BUT 
TURNOUT IS LOWER THAN IN PAST YEARS

I am absolutely thrilled that our 
community holds us in such high regard.

Jane Goodwin
Chairwoman

Sarasota County School Board

By Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor

A BIG SHOW OF GRATITUDE



schools. We will never take that confidence 
for granted. Thank you, Sarasota County!”

“I am absolutely thrilled that our community 
holds us in such high regard,” Goodwin con-
curred in her interview with the News Leader.

The voter turnout for this referendum on the 
1-mill tax was 16.73 percent, according to the 
website of the Sarasota County Supervisor of 

Elections. Of the 273,207 voters registered for 
the election, 45,720 cast ballots, with 35,094 
saying, “Yes.” 

Goodwin pegged the lower turnout to more 
organized opposition to the tax renewal this 
time. Still, she told the News Leader, “The 
business community, the arts community, the 
charter schools” and many other entities sup-
ported the district. 

The website yes4schools2014.com explained reasons why voters should continue to support the special 
school district tax. Image from the website
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During the March 2010 referendum, the turn-
out was 27.18 percent of the 254,266 voters 
registered at that time. Four years earlier, the 
percentage was 24.78. During the 2002 ref-
erendum, 35.4 percent of the 225,918 people 
registered to vote in the county supported 
the tax.

Sarasota County Commissioner Joe Barbetta 
criticized the School Board last year for con-
tinuing to hold the referendum in March, 
at an expense this time of approximately 
$400,000. While he said he supported the tax, 
he also voiced frustration that the School 
Board would not schedule the referendum 
on a November General Election ballot. This 

year, for example, he pointed out, the Florida 
governor’s race is expected to draw far more 
voters than a March referendum.

The 1-mill referendum was on the March 25 
ballot with races for the Longboat Key Town 
Commission and the Holiday Park Board 
of Trustees, as well as a number of City of 
Venice initiatives.

School Board members said it was too late 
to change the date for this referendum. State 
law requires approval of their budget each 
July, they have noted. If they had moved the 
referendum to November, they pointed out, 
they would have lost the approximately $42 
million in tax revenue for one year.

Superintendent Lori White (left) and Chairwoman Jane Goodwin listen to a speaker during a January 
School Board workshop. File photo
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During a January Sarasota Tiger Bay Club 
debate, White also told the audience, “There 
are actually more citizens here in March [eli-
gible to go to the polls]. They don’t all choose 
to vote.”

The first School Board referendum on the 
1-mill tax was in the summer of 2000. It failed. 
The next time the issue was put on the ballot 
was in March 2002.

SPENDING THE MONEY

During the current school year, referendum 
funds are paying for 497 positions, district 
Deputy Chief Financial Officer Al Weidner 
told the News Leader last September.

According to the Executive Summary pro-
vided with the School Board’s 2014 fiscal year 
budget, $20,571,471 appropriated from the 
special tax revenue after the first referendum, 
in 2002, paid the salaries of 235 teachers, 23 
teacher aides, nine guidance counselors and 
nine school secretaries, for a total of 276 
positions. It also covered a 3-percent, cost-
of-living increase for employees.

Because of decreased educational funding 
from the Legislature since the 2008-09 school 
year, the summary continues, referendum 

dollars are paying for art and music teach-
ers, security aides, guidance counselors and 
media personnel. For example, in the current 
school year, $4,709,706 is covering the sala-
ries of the district’s visual and performing arts 
coordinator, performing arts technicians at 
Booker and North Port high schools, foreign 
language teachers for the school system’s 
gifted students, the Young Marines program 
at Venice Middle School and dance teachers 
at specific elementary schools. 

Another $1,998,846 is being used to enable the 
district to continue providing assistant prin-
cipal positions for all its Title I schools with 
fewer than 800 students, as well as interns to 
help non-Title I schools with fewer than 800 
students. Funding for elementary science 
teachers also comes out of the special tax 
revenue: $1,609,517.

Goodwin told the News Leader, “We will make 
every effort to continue to communicate and 
let our community know what’s going on in 
our schools.” Her new mission, now that the 
referendum has been renewed for another 
four years, “is to have everybody in the com-
munity engaged” with the district, she added. 
“We’re going to keep on moving on.” %
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Before I die, I hope to see a bicyclist travel 
from Sarasota’s bayfront to the Venice train 
depot without even once riding in automobile 
traffic. 

A decade ago, the county purchased 12.5 
miles of railroad right of way from Clark Road 
to Center Road in Venice. It was transformed 
into the Legacy Trail for bikers and hikers. No 
cars; no noise; no exhaust; no peril.  

The railroad corridor north from Clark Road 
is now under scrutiny as a possible extension 

of the Legacy Trail to Payne Park near down-
town Sarasota. But from there, where might 
it go? The answer literally was installed last 
week, when a crane plopped a bridge across 
an arm of Hudson Bayou.

Sarasota’s first city plan — like all its sub-
sequent plans — was dominated by the 
automobile and drainage. Florida is a flat land, 
and drainage is an important tool to make 
Florida habitable even when the rains are tor-
rential. Watercourses like Hudson Bayou are 

A crane positions a one-piece bridge over a tributary on the north side of Hudson Bayou in Sarasota. 
Photo courtesy City of Sarasota

A NEW CITY BRIDGE WILL OPEN UP A NEW ROUTE TO THE BAY FOR ALL 
SORTS OF USERS

MISSING A LINK NO MORE

By Stan Zimmerman
City Editor



In addition to the new bridge and kayak ramp, the city is finishing 900 feet of wide sidewalk on the 
north side of Brother Geenen Way and a connection from the bridge to the sidewalk on Alderman 
Street. Photo by Stan Zimmerman

The completed bridge stands ready for users. Photo by Stan Zimmerman
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critical to habitability, and they are crossed 
only when necessary. 

As the city developed, waterways soon seg-
regated the neighborhoods, not in a racial 
sense but in a geographic sense. Bridges are 
expensive, and the idea of a pedestrian bridge 
was unthinkable. Can you find any examples? 
Hint: One crosses what becomes Hudson 
Bayou near Alta Vista Elementary School on 
Euclid Avenue. 

Here are some details of the new bridge. 
It was part of a $1.1-million project along 

Brother Geenen Way, named for a priest 
who believed seniors should enjoy life after 
retirement. A deep ditch on the north side 
of Brother Geenen Way was deepened and 
widened and filled with huge drainage pipes 
(never forget the importance of drainage) and 
then covered over.

Atop the buried pipes is a 10-foot wide side-
walk that is more than a sidewalk. It is a 
“multi-use recreational trail” to be used by 
skateboarders, rollerbladers, unicyclists, 

On the south side of the new bridge, a spacious and non-skid kayak launching ramp could see heavy 
use once it is open to the public. Photo by Stan Zimmerman
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bicyclists, tricyclists and even pedestrians. 
Motorized vehicles are verboten.  

CONNECTIONS

The span between Alderman Street and “B-G” 
Way is more than a link to the eventual Legacy 
Trail. It also connects the Laurel Park and 
Burns Square neighborhoods, so residents 
can avoid a long walk or pedal. 

But the big neighborhood boon is a kay-
ak-launching ramp associated with the new 
bridge. While parking may be a problem, for 
neighbors with a kayak trolley the new ramp 
will provide a nice amenity. 

The project has been under way since last 
autumn, with Brother Geenen Way closed to 

westbound traffic. The work is not complete 
yet, with sod to be laid and trees to be planted 
along on the new trail, and drainage facets 
needed. In another month, the project should 
be ready for bikers, walkers, joggers and kay-
akers to enjoy. 

The biggest boon will be for bicyclists com-
ing from the eastern and southern parts of the 
city. By using the traffic signal at Oak Street 
to cross U.S. 301, and then the traffic signal at 
Osprey Avenue and U.S. 41, riders can safely 
get to the bayfront and beyond without mov-
ing along heavily trafficked highways. 

The little bridge is an important link in the 
chain. When the Legacy Trail has been com-
pleted to Payne Park, the structure will be the 
gateway to the bay and downtown. %

A map shows Brother Geenen Way, Alderman Street and a tributary of Hudson Bayou. Image from 
Google Maps
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A Nokomis arson case dubbed a “hate crime” 
last summer has been closed by the Florida 
Division of State Fire Marshal, which cites 
“no further leads” as the reason for conclud-
ing its investigation.

Allie Langley and her partner, Carrie Wojtczak, 
realized their trailer was on fire early in 
the morning of Aug. 24, 2013, and narrowly 
escaped, discovering outside that the tires of 
the couple’s car had been slashed and that the 
water pipes to their home had been smashed. 
Langley told The Sarasota News Leader at 
the time that she suspected the couple was 
targeted for being lesbians and that neighbors 
had repeatedly thrown eggs, fruit and rocks 
at their trailer.

Shortly afterwards, LGBT activist Julia 
Nowak — who has repeatedly pushed 

Sarasota County to adopt an anti-discrimina-
tion ordinance that would protect gays and 
lesbians — called the arson a “hate crime.” 
LGBT activist Ken Shelin, meanwhile, used 
the case as an example of how intolerant the 
region can still be for gays and lesbians.

According to the Fire Marshal’s Case Master 
Report requested by the News Leader, the 
state concluded its investigation on Feb. 
24, citing “no further leads” as the reason. 
“The origin of the fire was determined to be 
intentionally ignited combustible/flammable 
material(s),” the report states. “There were 
no other probable fire causes in the area of 
origin.” Lab results later concluded that fire 
“accelerants” were not used.

One person of interest was identified in the 
investigation, a neighbor with whom Langley 

Image from the Florida Division of State Fire Marshal

STATE FIRE MARSHAL CLOSES POSSIBLY ANTI-LGBT NOKOMIS ARSON 
CASE, CITING ‘NO FURTHER LEADS’

EXTINGUISHED

By Cooper Levey-Baker
Associate Editor



and Wojtczak had had a “verbal confronta-
tion.” According to the Fire Marshal Division’s 
report, that person was interviewed by the 
Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office. A case 
report provided by the Sheriff’s Office doesn’t 
mention that detail, but it does indicate that 
Langley and Wojtczak had contacted the 
Sheriff’s Office before about “ongoing dis-
putes with other residents in the area.”

According to the Sheriff’s Office report, on 
Aug. 27, 2013, Det. Jack Shireman — the Fire 
Marshal Division’s lead investigator on the 
case — provided information that “a possible 
suspect was established,” but on Sept. 3, 2013, 
Shireman said he was “unable to make contact 
with the source of the suspect information.”

According to the Fire Marshal Division’s 
report, Shireman later made contact with a 
source and set up a Sept. 16 meeting in Venice. 

But the source “was a no show for the meet-
ing and the contact phone number was listed 
as no longer in service.” The case was then 
closed on Feb. 24.

Nokomis Fire Chief Steve Kona was at the 
crime scene. He told the News Leader last 
week that his office is responsible for the 
first response, but if a fire looks question-
able, it is immediately transferred to the Fire 
Marshal Division. The News Leader asked 
to speak with Shireman to learn more about 
his investigation, but Ashley Carr — dep-
uty communications director for state Chief 
Financial Officer Jeff Atwater, who oversees 
the Fire Marshal Division— responded that 
Shireman retired in February. Neither Langley 
nor Wojtczak responded to News Leader  
voicemails. %
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During the Sarasota County commission-
ers’ budget workshop on Tuesday, March 
25, Commissioner Joe Barbetta raised the 
question of how the county could use the 
approximately $800,000 increase in Tourist 
Development Tax (TDT) revenue it realized 
in fiscal year 2013 above that collected in fis-
cal year 2012. His idea: Promote additional 
tourism to keep that increase climbing. 

The conversation will continue during a bud-
get workshop in May. 

Barbetta pointed out that investing that 
$800,000 in capital projects would be best 
for the county. Such projects are “economic 

generators,” he noted. For examples, he sug-
gested an aquarium in downtown Sarasota, 
a cultural center, a conference center or 
improvements at the Sarasota County 
fairgrounds. 

That same day, the board approved a $500,000 
grant for one new tourism generator. (See the 
related article in this issue on the Knight’s 
Trail Park Shooting Club.)

“I want to invest more in assets … to generate 
more tourism for the community,” Barbetta 
said. These projects also “benefit the commu-
nity,” he added. 

A chart shows the growth in Tourist Development Tax revenue over the past three fiscal years. Image 
courtesy Sarasota County Tax Collector’s Office

IN MAY, THE COUNTY COMMISSIONERS WILL DISCUSS HOW TO USE 
SURPLUS TOURIST TAX REVENUE TO BRING IN EVEN MORE VISITORS
By Roger Drouin
County Editor

FUELING TOURISM



Such investment on the county’s part, he 
noted, leads to more hotels and other local 
attractions, creating even higher TDT income. 
That process offers a much greater rate of 
return than spending money on marketing 
and advertising, he said.

Additionally, new developments that draw 
tourism become advertisements themselves, 
he pointed out, as they attract first-time vis-
itors to the area who find a wide array of 
choices for how to spend their time. The 
2011-12 ranking of Siesta Public Beach as 
No. 1 in the nation was a huge factor in ramp-
ing up tourism, he noted. “Our assets are our 
promotion.” 

Barbetta said social media efforts on the part 
of the visitors themselves could mean the need 
for less marketing money from the county.

However, Commissioner Nora Patterson took 
the opportunity to note her alarm at how 

much TDT funding was going to maintenance 
at Ed Smith Stadium, where the Baltimore 
Orioles have been holding Spring Training. 
“It looks like the actual expenses that come 
to us are gobbling up good chunks of money,” 
Patterson said. 

Vice Chairwoman Christine Robinson told 
Barbetta she would like to have further dis-
cussion of his proposal during an upcoming 
budget workshop. She also asked for a staff 
analysis of how the county has spent surplus 
TDT revenue in the past. “We need to see a 
historical review,” Robinson added. 

Chairman Charles Hines and Commissioner 
Carolyn Mason agreed that they would like to 
see the topic on an upcoming agenda. 

County Administrator Tom Harmer replied 
that the schedule indicated time would be 
available during the May 16 workshop. %

Last year, county staff helped the County Commission figure out how more Tourist Development Tax 
revenue could be utilized for improvements at the BMX track in Sarasota. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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Leon Panetta came to town last week with 
observations that apply not only to the 
national scene, but also to local government. 

He was the final speaker in the Ringling College 
Library Association’s Town Hall 2014 Lecture 
Series held at the Van Wezel Performing Arts 
Hall in Sarasota on Thursday, March 20. 

The former Secretary of Defense and former 
director of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA), among his endeavors in public ser-
vice, stated that in a democracy the “ultimate 
power lies with the people.” But, he cautioned, 
the “key to democracy is being informed” and 
discussing the issues. He is concerned that 

Facebook and other social media venues fail 
to provide a broad perspective, that they rein-
force views rather than increasing knowledge 
and exploring differing ideas.

He is also critical of a media that is more 
“interested in sound bites” than in pursuing 
in-depth reporting.

The message is that citizens, at whatever polit-
ical level – local, state and national – need to 
take the time and make the effort to know 
the issues and the views of the candidates for 
office before casting their votes. Further, they 
must communicate to their elected leaders 
the action they want those leaders to take. 

Then-Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta chats with Cub Scouts and Boy Scouts from across the United 
States during the group’s visit to the Pentagon in 2012. Photo by Glenn Fawcett via Wikimedia Commons

LEON PANETTA’S OBSERVATIONS COME FROM A CAREER THAT TOOK 
HIM TO HIGH LEVELS OF PUBLIC SERVICE

LIVING THE AMERICAN DREAM

By Vicki Chatley
Contributing Writer



Panetta also said, “In a democracy, we govern 
by leadership or crisis. … Today, unfortu-
nately, we govern by crisis. … There’s a price 
to be paid for that. You lose trust” of the peo-
ple in government. 

After more than 35 years in the nation’s capital, 
he has “never seen a Washington” as politically 
divided as it is now. “The center is not there” 
and opposition is coming from the extremes 
of both the Democratic and Republican par-
ties. Panetta noted that when he was serving 
in the House of Representatives from 1977 
to 1993, there were political differences, but 
the leaders were friends who “played golf 
together.” He added, “When it came to big 
issues, they were willing to work together.” 

Panetta believes both the President and mem-
bers of Congress have given up on dealing 
with the issues, including trade agreements, 
the infrastructure (which he described as 
“falling apart”) and immigration. He stated, 
“They haven’t got the courage to do what they 
need to do.” 

The fiscal debt crisis must be dealt with or 
it will overwhelm us, said Panetta, who is a 
former director of the Office of Management 
and Budget. He recommends “pay as you go” 
to “provide certainty and stability.”

He suggested the gridlock in Washington 
could end if the public demanded change.

Leon Panetta addresses a group in 2013 while he was still Secretary of Defense. Photo via Flickr and 
Wikimedia Commons
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Regarding the international scene, he stated, 
“We cannot lessen our defense.” He cited as 
concerns the growing influence of al Qaeda in 
several countries, the “unpredictable” leader 
in North Korea, the “humanitarian disaster” 
in Syria and the facilities in Iran that could be 
altered to produce nuclear weapons. He also 
mentioned the situations in countries such 
as China and Russia that must be monitored. 
Cyber technology remains a threat, with more 
than 100,000 attempted hostile attacks a day 
and the “capability to take down water, power 
[and] banking” computer systems. 

He believes intelligence gathering is neces-
sary to keep the country safe and, in doing 
so, we can protect security and freedom. 

Panetta stated, “I do believe in American lead-
ership. … We must be willing to fight for it.” 
He identified Hillary Clinton as someone with 
leadership qualities and former Florida Gov. 

Jeb Bush as a viable Republican candidate for 
the presidency. 

Panetta has lived the American dream. His 
parents emigrated from Italy in the 1930s to 
give their children a better life. They settled 
in Monterey, CA, where they opened a restau-
rant. Later they bought a farm, where they 
grew walnuts. Panetta worked in the restau-
rant and on the farm during his formative 
years. 

The son of immigrants was elected to Congress 
as a representative from California, became 
director of the Office of Management and 
Budget, served as Chief of Staff to President 
William Clinton, led the CIA and was named 
as Secretary of Defense in 2011, a position 
he left in 2013. He told the Van Wezel audi-
ence, “Dreams are just dreams unless you’re 
willing” to do what is necessary to make  
them happen. %
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Morning walkers join sunbathers on Siesta Public Beach on a recent March day. Photo by Rachel 
Hackney

MARCH 2013 BREAKS MONTHLY RECORD FOR TOURIST TAX COLLECTIONS

NEWS BRIEFS

March 2013 set a record for the highest 
monthly income of Tourist Development Tax 
(TDT) revenue in Sarasota County history, 
county Tax Collector Barbara Ford-Coates 
told members of the Sarasota County Tourist 
Development Council during their March 20 
meeting. 

Ford-Coates was presenting her report on 
TDT collections for the 2013 fiscal year, which 
ended on Sept. 30, 2013.

The total for March 2013 was $2,713,537, 
according to a chart Ford-Coates’ office pro-
vided to the TDC members.

The revenue for December 2012 was up “a 
whopping 20 percent” over the amount the 
county collected during December 2011, 
she added.

The total revenue for the FY 2013 was 
$14,857,097, the chart shows, compared to 
the FY 2012 figure of $13,977,796. 

So far in FY 2014, TDT revenue is up about 
12 percent over the previous fiscal year, she 
pointed out.

As of Dec. 31, 2013, Ford-Coates contin-
ued, the county had 15,332 rental units, up 
5 percent over the 2012 figure. “It is the first 
significant increase in units since 2009,” she 
said. That hike is primarily a result of more 
hotel and motel rooms being available, she 
noted. However, condominiums still generate 
more TDT revenue than any other group of 
properties: 44.87 percent compared to 33.95 
percent for hotel and motel rooms. 

Still, Ford-Coates told the TDC members, with 
more hotels planned in the City of Sarasota 



in coming years, she expects to see those 
facilities account for a higher percentage in 
the future.

In response to questions, Ford-Coates 
explained that her staff undertakes a num-
ber of initiatives to make sure every person 
or entity that rents property to visitors pays 
the appropriate amount of tax. Notices go out 
with the annual county property tax bills to 
alert owners, she noted, and her staff mem-
bers check Internet ads about homes to rent 
and then follow up with phone calls, for exam-
ple, to make sure all taxes are being collected.

Last year, she said, her office was able to bring 
in about $300,000 in back tax revenue.

“A lot of people don’t know [they have to 
pay the tax],” she explained, “and the major-
ity … are happy to pay once they realize that 
it’s due.”

In cases involving property owners who 
refuse to pay, Ford-Coates pointed out, “We 
can seize their bank account,” but she indi-
cated they resort to that option when all other 
avenues have been exhausted.

Rachel Brown Hackney

The Allen playground located within Bayfront Park has been closed for public safety reasons because 
of corrosion discovered on the equipment, the City of Sarasota has announced. “It is unknown at this 
time when the playground will reopen,” a news release says. “Staff is working with the playground 
equipment vendor to determine how the structure can be temporarily repaired,” the release adds, 
noting that the equipment is believed to be 10 to 15 years old and no longer under warranty. Photo 
by Norman Schimmel 

BAYFRONT PARK 
PLAYGROUND 
CLOSED FOR REPAIRS
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The Sarasota County Victim Advisory Council 
will host its annual Victim Tribute on Monday, 
April 7, at 6:30 p.m. at The Salvation Army 
Center for Worship & Service, located at 1701 
S. Tuttle Avenue in Sarasota, the Sarasota 
County Sheriff’s Office has announced.

This tribute is part of National Crime Victims’ 
Rights week, April 6-12, a news release notes. 
It “is intended to celebrate accomplishments 
in the victims’ rights movement, reach out 
to survivors of all types of crime and honor 

victims who are no longer with us,” the 
release explains.

The public is invited to join representa-
tives of the council, the Sheriff’s Office, the 
State Attorney’s Office, the Sarasota Police 
Department, Parents of Murdered Children 
(POMC), the City of Sarasota and Sarasota 
County Government for this event.

Many of the above agencies will offer infor-
mation at the tribute regarding available 
community resources, the release says.

TRIBUTE PLANNED FOR NATIONAL CRIME VICTIMS’ RIGHTS WEEK

Sarasota County fell five spots — from third 
to eighth — in the latest overall Florida health 
rankings by county, released by the University 
of Wisconsin and the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation on March 26. 

The Florida Department of Health-Sarasota 
County (DOH-Sarasota) noted in a news 
release that the 2014 County Health Rankings 
& Roadmaps tool is the fifth in a series of 
annual reports. It “highlights the many com-
munity factors that influence health and 
measures progress using established data 
sources, many of which are available from 
the DOH-Sarasota” at floridacharts.com, the 
release points out. 

In 2012, Sarasota County ranked fourth 
as well.

The material produced by the University of 
Wisconsin and the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, which address physical environ-
ments, social and economic factors, health 
behaviors and access to clinical care, “are 
a snapshot of the health of counties across 

the nation,” the release explains. “The report 
reinforces the benefit of community collabo-
rations [since health and well being are not] 
the result of one single effort but rather the 
dynamic achieved through the collective and 
ongoing efforts of many community partners.” 

Sarasota County’s Community Health 
Improvement Plan (CHIP) is designed to 
address specific opportunities for improved 
health that have been identified by the commu-
nity, the release continues. The DOH-Sarasota 
has partnered with many stakeholders to 
implement the CHIP and collaborates with 
them regularly to track progress, it adds.

“We recognize that there are always new 
opportunities to expand the scope of col-
laborations to foster healthy environments 
and healthy lifestyles,” said DOH-Sarasota 
Administrator Chuck Henry in the release. 
He also serves as the director for Sarasota 
County Health and Human Services. 

“Under the umbrella of the ‘Healthy Sarasota 
County’ branding, we see great promise in 

COUNTY FALLS FIVE NOTCHES IN STATE HEALTH RANKINGS
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A partial chart shows the rankings of 40 of the state’s 67 counties. Image courtesy Florida Department 
of Health

addressing a range of chronic diseases that 
drive employee healthcare costs through 
workplace wellness initiatives,” said Tidewell 
Hospice Wellness Consultant Jessi Neitzel in 
the release. 

According to local health officials, Healthy 
Sarasota County Workplaces is the county’s 
only community-based and community-driven 

workplace wellness program, the release 
notes. Wellness and health professionals from 
Sarasota County’s largest public employers 
— Sarasota Memorial Health Care System, 
Sarasota County Government, the Sarasota 
County Schools, Tidewell Hospice and the 
Florida Department of Health in Sarasota 
County — participated in its development, 
the release explains.
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Real estate agents, landlords, property man-
agers, architects, builders of multi-family 
complexes, permitting officials and all com-
munity members are invited to attend one of 
two free Fair Housing seminars scheduled for 
Thursday, April 24, from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. and 
from 2:30 to 4:30 p.m. in the 11th floor confer-
ence room at 1515 Ringling Blvd. (Northern 
Trust Bank Building) in Sarasota, the county 
has announced.

The seminars, sponsored by the Sarasota Office 
of Housing and Community Development, 
will feature a variety of topics, a news release 
notes. 

The morning seminar will focus on provid-
ing attendees with a description of the Fair 
Housing Act, what the act requires along 
with tips for avoiding liability and developing 

best practices. It also will feature a ques-
tion-and-answer session with subject matter 
experts, the release explains. “This seminar is 
tailored for real estate agents, landlords and 
property managers,” the release adds. 

The afternoon session, which is geared for 
permitting officials, architects and builders 
of multi-family dwellings, will cover common 
Fair Housing Act violations and how to avoid 
them, as well as seven design requirements; 
it will include a question-and-answer session, 
too, with subject matter experts. 

Registration is requested for the seminar. To 
register, call 951-3612. 

For more information about the Sarasota Office 
of Housing and Community Development, 
visit ohcd.sarasotagov.com.

FREE FAIR HOUSING SEMINARS TO BE OFFERED IN APRIL

In April, the Sarasota Office of Housing and Community Development will hold two free seminars on 
housing. Photo courtesy Sarasota County
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The Sarasota Bay Estuary Program (SBEP) 
has scheduled free guided kayak excursions 
on Sarasota Bay during April, the organiza-
tion has announced. 

All of the excursions require online regis-
tration at sarasotabay.org, a news release 
points out.

“The SBEP Bay Wise Kayak Tour Program 
is a fun learning opportunity to discover the 
plants, animals, habitats and restoration proj-
ects that distinguish Sarasota Bay,” a news 
release explains. Brad Tanner, a professional 

guide and the School Programs coordina-
tor for Mote Marine Laboratory, is the kayak 
tour leader. He is also a member of the SBEP 
Citizens Advisory Committee. 

The trips will be to Lyons Bay and Blackburn 
Bay (April 12 and April 19), the release con-
tinues. Participants are required to bring their 
own kayaks and gear. “Outfitters throughout 
the region rent kayaks and offer demonstra-
tions and beginner classes,” the release notes. 
“The Bay Wise Kayak Tour Program is for 
experienced kayakers,” it points out.

SBEP OFFERING FREE GUIDED KAYAK TRIPS ON SARASOTA BAY

Free guided kayak trips will be offered on Sarasota Bay in April. Photo by Norman Schimmel
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The Florida Gulf Coast Small Craft Festival 
will be held April 18-20 at the  Sarasota 
Sailing Squadron on City Island, organizers 
have announced.

A casual dinner will be held Friday night, April 
18, as participants arrive, a news release says, 
with potluck food as well as a cash grill with 
hamburgers, hot dogs and sausage.

Saturday will feature “the ‘mess-about’ on 
Sarasota Bay,” as well as the Squadron’s pro-
tected “lagoon” and the mooring field adjacent 
to the Squadron, the release notes. Music will 
be featured. 

That night, the Squadron will provide dinner 
to participants “for a nominal fee,” the release 
continues.  

Among the amenities available at the 
Squadron for the event will be camping, lim-
ited RV options, use of the clubhouse and its 
bar with snack foods, large porches and meet-
ing pavilions. Plenty of launching options are 
accessible at the Squadron, including beaches, 
ramps and a hoist, the release points out.

Registration is free, but it is required so 
Squadron management can designate a loca-
tion for all the participating craft.

The Sarasota Sailing Squadron is located in 
Ken Thompson Park on City Island, near the 
north end of Lido Key. For more information 
on the facility, visit sarasotasailingsquadron.
org or call 388-2355.

SMALL CRAFT FESTIVAL TO BE HELD IN SARASOTA IN APRIL

The Sarasota Sailing Squadron will host the Florida Gulf Coast Small Craft Festival April 18-20. Photo 
by Norman Schimmel
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Dr. Charles Krauthammer, Pulitzer Prize-
winning columnist, political commentator 
and physician, will open the Town Hall 2015 
lecture series on Tuesday, Jan. 13, 2015, the 
Ringling College Library Association (RCLA) 
has announced. 

He will be followed by Jon M. Huntsman Jr., 
former governor of Utah and ambassador to 
Singapore and China; Dan Buettner, explorer, 
educator and author; Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson, 
astrophysicist; and Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Somali-
born American activist, politician and writer, 
who will be interviewed by Katty Kay, anchor 
of BBC World News America. 

Ben S. Bernanke, who recently completed two 
terms as chairman of the Federal Reserve, is 
billed as the “35th Year Speaker,” highlighting 
2015 as the 35th year RCLA has presented the 
Town Hall series. 

The date of the Platinum Appreciation 
Dinner and the speaker at that event will be 
announced in late fall.

“Town Hall is recognized nationally as one 
of the premier lecture series,” states Nancy 
Moran, Town Hall 2015 chairwoman, in the 
March 20 Town Hall program. She adds, “We 
are proud of ... supporting our remarkable art 
college, its [Verman Kimbrough Memorial] 
library and the many students who have 
gone on to become some of our nation’s 
elite creators.”

For more information call 925-1343, visit 
rclassociation.org or email rclatownhall@
comcast.net.

RCLA ANNOUNCES TOWN HALL 2015 GUEST SPEAKERS

Ben Bernanke will be among the Ringling 
Town Hall speakers in 2015. Photo from the 
U.S. Federal Reserve via Wikimedia Commons

The article titled Puppy love in the March 
21 issue had an error that resulted during 
the editing process. Southeastern Guide 
Dogs no longer provides a weekly bus trip 
from its store on Main Street in Sarasota to 
the Palmetto campus. However, the campus 
activity information provided in the article is 
current. %

CORRECTION
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The Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office has 
released more information and a video show-
ing the suspects in the Wednesday, March 19, 
robbery in the parking lot of Beall’s Outlet on 
Cattlemen Road in Sarasota.

The incident occurred just before 3 p.m. that 
day, according to an earlier report from the 
Sheriff’s Office.

Witnesses say a white male grabbed the 
female victim’s purse, knocked her down and 
fled along with a black male wearing a dark 
shirt and what appears to be long dark shorts, 
a news release points out. Detectives say the 
white male suspect has a dark crew cut and 
that he was wearing a red basketball-type 

jersey with the number 42 in white on the 
back, the release adds.

The suspects fled in a silver four-door Saturn 
driven by a white female with straight hair, 
the release continues. The front of the car 
appears to have an empty license plate frame.

To view the video click here or visit the agen-
cy’s Facebook page.

Anyone with information is encouraged to 
call Criminal Investigations at 861-4900, leave 
an anonymous tip with Crime Stoppers by 
calling 366-TIPS (8477) or go online at sara-
sotacrimestoppers.com.

A photo from video surveillance shows the car used by suspects in the Beall’s Outlet robbery on March 
19. Contributed image. (Inset) A video surveillance photo shows the suspects in the Beall’s robbery. 
Contributed photo

SEARCH CONTINUES FOR SUSPECTS IN BEALL’S ROBBERY

CRIME BLOTTER
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The early morning sighting of a man wanted 
by police led to the recovery of a stolen vehi-
cle before its owners even knew of the theft, 
the Sarasota Police Department has reported.

While on patrol of 24th Street and Dixie 
Avenue in Sarasota just before 4 a.m. Monday, 
March 24, officers with the Sarasota Police 
Department noticed a person for whom they 
had an arrest warrant entering a vehicle, a 
news release says. The officers radioed to 
others on patrol to stop the car, the release 
continues. A second set of officers then saw 
the wanted person, Aaron Fludd, driving 
south on Dixie Avenue, using the vehicle’s 
high-beams lights.  

Fludd was wanted for Violation of Probation 
and Driving Without a License, the release 
notes. Officers stopped the vehicle in the 1800 
block of 23rd Street and spoke with Fludd and 
two passengers, Rashard Smith and Kaveail 
Butler, the release says. They questioned all 
three about who was the car’s owner. The offi-
cers were able to locate the registered owner 
at home, the release adds. 

The owner told them he was unaware his 
vehicle was missing, the report notes. He said 
he had the keys and did not know how the car 
was taken.  

OFFICERS FIND STOLEN CAR BEFORE OWNERS KNOW IT IS MISSING

Officer Tyler Rossnagle speaks with the victim of the car theft that was reported March 24. Contributed photo
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The officers transported the owner to the 
location of the vehicle to confirm it was his, 
which he did, the release says. Officers then 
arrested the three men inside the car, charged 
them and transported them to the Sarasota 
County Jail, the release adds.  

Fludd, 19, of 2428 Valerie Lane, Sarasota, was 
charged with Grand Theft Auto, No Driver’s 
License and Violation of Probation (for 
Carrying a Concealed Firearm).

Butler, 19, of 116 N. 30th St. West, Bradenton, 
was charged with Trespassing. 

Smith, 20, of 2310 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Way, Sarasota, was charged with Trespass in 
a Conveyance; and Possession of Marijuana 
— Introduction of Contraband into a  
Detention Facility. Aaron Fludd/Contributed photo

Rashard Smith/Contributed photo Kaveail Butler/Contributed photo
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The Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office has 
charged a seventh person in connection with 
the organized retail crime ring arrested last 
week during Operation Recommit, the office 
has announced.  

Donnalee Ballard is charged with Dealing in 
Stolen Property and Petit Theft.

Ballard previously was arrested in December 
2013 for two counts of Child Neglect when 
deputies found her toddlers “living in horrific 
conditions and in the company of a wanted 
sex offender,” a news release says. 

In addition to Ballard’s two charges in 
Operation Recommit, TAC Unit deputies filed 
an additional 23 charges against the other six 
defendants on March 25, the release notes, 
including Grand Theft, Felony Petit Theft, 
Dealing in Stolen Property and Providing 
False Information to a Pawn Broker. 

Additional charges are forthcoming, the 
release adds.

SEVENTH PERSON ARRESTED AS A RESULT OF OPERATION RECOMMIT

Donnalee Ballard/Contributed photo 

The Sarasota Police Department issued 448 
seat belt citations and 57 seat belt warnings 
and cited 82 motorists for driving with sus-
pended licenses during the spring Click It or 
Ticket Campaign, the office has announced.

Police officers joined law enforcement agen-
cies from around the state in the initiative, 
conducted March 1-15, a news release notes.

According to Click It or Ticket Florida, in the 
Sunshine State during 2010, 64 percent of the 
21- to 24-year-olds killed in traffic crashes 
were not buckled up — the highest percent-
age of all age groups, the release points out.

Officers with the Sarasota Police Department 
also ticketed 47 motorists for having no insur-
ance, issued 83 speeding citations and cited 
four motorists for child safety seat violations, 
the release says.

 “We want to bring these numbers down,” 
said Capt. Patrick Robinson of the Bureau of 
Patrol Operations in the release.

The Sarasota Police Department has cre-
ated a public service announcement 
about seat belt use that can be viewed on  
its YouTube page.

POLICE DEPARTMENT ISSUES 448 SEAT BELT VIOLATIONS
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A Bradenton woman has been arrested and 
charged with Armed Burglary and Aggravated 
Battery in connection with a stabbing reported 
on the morning of March 23 on Leonard Reid 
Avenue in Sarasota, the Sarasota County 
Sheriff’s Office has reported.

Natasha S. Davis, 28, whose last known address 
was 705 33rd Ave. Drive East, Bradenton, was 
arrested in the 2300 block of 36th Street in 
Sarasota by Sarasota Police Department offi-
cers using Sheriff’s Office Warrants, according 
to a Sheriff’s Office news release.

The stabbing was reported just after 4 a.m. 
on March 23 at 3140 Leonard Reid Ave., the 
release says.  

The victim told deputies that a woman she 
knew as Tasha entered her residence and 
attacked her by stabbing her twice in the leg, 
the release says. The suspect fled the area 

westbound across Leonard Reid Avenue and 
toward the railroad tracks, the release adds.

The victim was treated at Sarasota Memorial 
Hospital and released, the release notes.

ARMED ROBBERY SUSPECT ARRESTED IN SARASOTA

A flag marks the location of a stabbing incident 
reported to the Sheriff’s Office on March 23. 
The address is 3140 Leonard Reid Ave. in 
Sarasota. Image from Google Maps

The Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office wrote 
206 citations to motorists who were not 
wearing their seatbelts and cited another 
366 with speeding, 59 for driving with a sus-
pended  license and one for reckless driving 
during its most recent Click It or Ticket 
Campaign, which ran March 3-15, the office 
has announced. 

The campaign resulted in 22 DUI arrests as 
well, a news release says.

“The effort was part of a nationwide push to 
save lives by intensifying efforts to educate 
the public about seat belt laws and enforce 
them with all motorists around the clock,” 
the release explains.

“In Florida, all motorists are required to buckle 
up when riding in the front seat, and passen-
gers under the age of 18 must use proper 
restraints regardless of where they are seated 
in the vehicle,” the release points out. %

206 CITATIONS ISSUED TO MOTORISTS NOT WEARING SEATBELTS

Simply put, Crime Stoppers relies upon the cooperation between 
the police the media and the community to provide a flow of  
information about crime and criminals. All submitted tips are 
secure and anonymous.
(941) 366-TIPS (8477) • SarasotaCrimeStoppers.com
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CROSSWALK USE MUST BECOME THE NORM, NOT THE EXCEPTION
EDITORIAL

OPINION

EDITORIAL You do not have to 
spend a lot of time 

driving on Siesta Key this time of year to 
observe exactly what Christine Robinson, 
vice chairwoman of the Sarasota County 
Commission, has pointed out recently: Some 
pedestrians refuse to use the crosswalks that 
have been installed to ensure their safety.

During a March 4 discussion among commis-
sioners, Robinson said, with some justifiable 
frustration, “It’s amazing to me, driving up 
and down the road. They’ll be 50 feet away 
and not walk in the crosswalk.”

And she is absolutely correct on another 
point: The county needs to undertake a major 
education effort to teach grown people — 
who should know better — that they have no 
valid excuse for failing to use a crosswalk.

In Pinecraft, the community nestled in a 
patch of Sarasota County along Bahia Vista 
Street and Beneva Road, it is common to 
see Amish and Mennonite visitors walk, jog 
and bike across five lanes of traffic, in spite 
of the Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office’s best 
efforts to educate them about traffic laws. 
For as much as we cringe at the situation in 
that community, we at least have more under-
standing of it. These visitors often come from 
rural areas far removed from the type of bus-
tle — and heavy traffic — Sarasota County 
sees during a busy tourist season. Often, too, 
they simply do not know our laws.

The situation on Siesta Key is far, far different. 
The Florida Department of Transportation 
(FDOT) paid almost $200,000 in 2012 to 
install six modern crosswalks with lighting 

OPINION



designed to catch the eyes of even the most 
inattentive drivers. Before that, it was easier 
to grit one’s teeth and stop for a couple cross-
ing from condos to the 
Gulf of Mexico side of 
Midnight Pass Road, 
because the cross-
walk choices were far 
fewer for them. 

And whi le  FDOT 
installed only six 
crosswalks during that 
2012 initiative, care 
was taken to position them in areas where 
surveys indicated the greatest demand. We 
daresay drivers still grit their teeth on many 
an occasion when they have to stop upon see-
ing the lights flash after a person has pushed 
the button to activate them, but at least a per-
son in a vehicle can respect the pedestrian for 
taking the appropriate steps, literally, to try to 
ensure a safe crossing.

And, yes, we know traffic can get pretty 
backed up on Beach Road and Midnight Pass 
Road when a lot of pedestrians are using 
those crosswalks. Nonetheless, it is better for 
tourists to remain safe than to have to dodge 
traffic, hoping drivers in both directions will 
be kind-hearted enough to stop for them as 
they clutch beach chairs, umbrellas and cool-
ers during their amble across the road.

It is understandable that Sheriff’s Office dep-
uties are reluctant to cite folks who will not 
use the crosswalks. As one deputy recently 
noted during a meeting of the Siesta Key 
Village Association, law enforcement officers 
want visitors to our county to have a good 

time — within reason, of course. The goal is 
not to see them return home with complaints 
about overly zealous deputies. For that mat-

ter, it is far too easy for 
visitors to make sure 
all their friends on 
Facebook know about 
their bad experiences 
long before they start 
the drive or flight back 
home. And that truly 
can hurt tourism.

Still ,  as Robinson 
pointed out, there is simply no excuse for any 
person — especially an able-bodied one — to 
ignore a crosswalk 50 feet away. To do so is 
not just to broadcast a sense of laziness or 
entitlement, it is also a matter of taking one’s 
life into one’s hands. 

Apparently the folks so emboldened do not 
understand they do not have any inherent pro-
tection from the law when they fail to abide 
by it. In other words, if a driver hits them, 
the driver more than likely will not face legal 
recourse, regardless of any resulting injuries 
to the pedestrians.

Commissioner Nora Patterson has suggested 
the Siesta Key Condominium Council be the 
entity with which county staff works to set up 
community meetings to educate people about 
the importance of using crosswalks. We whole-
heartedly endorse that idea. Furthermore, 
county Communications Department staff, 
at the county administrator’s behest, should 
work with condominium complex manag-
ers and owners of hotels and inns that serve 

There is simply no excuse for a 
person to ignore a crosswalk 50 feet 
away. To do so is not just to broadcast 
a sense of laziness or entitlement, it is 
also a matter of taking one’s life into 
one’s hands.
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Siesta Key to distribute fact sheets about our 
laws.  

Just as Sarasota Audubon has been working 
to inform people checking into properties 
on the island about how to treat Siesta’s 
avian tourists, county staff can provide an 
easy-to-comprehend note urging people to 
use the crosswalks.

After sufficient time has elapsed following 
those educational measures, if no improve-
ment is visible, we believe the County 
Commission should talk with Sheriff Tom 
Knight about more serious steps. As harsh 
as it sounds, ticketing people for blithely 
refusing to use crosswalks is not nearly as 
disturbing as tallying a body count at the end 
of season each year. %

COMMENTARY The current rush 
to judgment on 

the location of a shelter for transients in 
Sarasota County is beginning to look like 
another “ready-fire-aim” ploy by politicians to 
dodge a bullet. The haste might appear to the 
public like a burst of action on the part of the 
City and County commissions. But in reality, 
it will concentrate the county’s homeless and 
vagrant population in the one area least able 
to cope.

JUDGE BY FEET NOT FEELINGS
The transient population in the United States 
is not homogeneous. It includes fractions 
from every ethnic, religious and social group. 
But it can be divided into two distinct fac-
tions — those who want help and those who 
reject it. 

Every night, The Salvation Army facility on 
10th Street in Sarasota provides shelter for 

RESPONSES TO HOMELESSNESS REFLECTING TOO MUCH HASTE, TOO 
LITTLE REFLECTION

By Stan Zimmerman
City Editor

more than 300 people. Every one of them is 
fed and given a dry, warm, safe place to sleep. 
Certain norms have to be met: No violence, 
no drugs and no alcohol, for a minimum. 
For people who want to improve their lot, 
the organization offers multiple programs 
with incentives.

But after breakfast is served, a certain frac-
tion ignores the opportunities and walks out 
the door into the predawn darkness. These 
people vote with their feet — for a multitude 
of reasons — to reject help towards literacy, 
sobriety and job skills, along with a number 
of social services. 

Paul Sutton has been working with the home-
less for decades in Sarasota. He is now on the 
board of The Salvation Army after a 30-year 
career as a city police officer. I asked him 
what percentage of the transients does not 
want help. His opinion is that the figure is 
about 50 percent. 

COMMENTARY
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ordinances and codes without violating the 
federal judge’s ruling.

That is exactly what Marbut’s plan does. Until 
a shelter is up and running, police and dep-
uties must follow the Pottinger Protocols. 
The Sarasota Police Department leadership 
thought its officers were doing just that when 
they arranged for 30 days of free shelter to 
men and women they wanted to roust from 
a tent city in a bamboo thicket just north of 
Gillespie Park earlier this month. 

With a majority vote last week, the Sarasota 
City Commission instructed its police officers 
not to enforce codes and ordinances in the 
camp, even with the offer of free shelter at 
The Salvation Army. The officers were told to 
leave the camp alone unless they believed a 
serious crime had been committed. Since only 
days earlier a man had doused a woman with 
gasoline and threatened to set her afire, clearly 
there was a safety issue already involved.

There is also a health issue. When the Army 
is on bivouac, it digs latrines, but transients 
do not. And the commissioners heard from a 
nurse about the health implications of ignor-
ing even basic sanitation. But a majority of 
the commissioners were unmoved. Their 
plan to erect a north Sarasota shelter, which 
would not be ready for at least a year at the 
earliest, seems to trump even basic public 
health concerns.

THE MIGRATION
Once the Marbut shelter is open, county depu-
ties and police from all local law enforcement 
agencies can offer ordinance and code viola-
tors a choice: jail or the shelter. It is likely a 
majority will pick the shelter. So from North 

We have seen the basic transient shelter design 
advocated by Robert Marbut, the consultant 
hired by the city and county to advise them 
on homelessness and vagrancy. The design 
reflects Sutton’s 50/50 split. Those who want 
to improve their lot can come inside the facil-
ity. Those who do not are free to find shelter 
on a concrete slab under a pool-cage-type of 
shade structure. And they are free to come 
and go. 

Marbut’s design offers meager but real shel-
ter for those who want only that, while those 
who would like social services and other help 
would be kept separate — two populations of 
people with two very different goals. That is 
why, in my coverage, I refer to homelessness 
and vagrancy, because the two populations 
are not identical. 

PLAYING TO POTTINGER
A federal court decision in Miami a decade 
ago reinforced what every law enforcement 
officer knows: Homelessness is not a crime. 
But activities associated with homelessness 
often are crimes — defecating in public, for 
example; causing an obstruction on a side-
walk; panhandling; outdoor lodging — the 
list is long. But the court ruled that unless 
a community offers an alternative — public 
bathrooms, job training, a shelter for sleeping 
— police cannot make arrests for common 
human activities.

The decision was named after one of the plain-
tiffs, Michael Pottinger, a Miami homeless 
man arrested for sleeping in a park. And it led 
to the creation of what are called “Pottinger 
Protocols” by law enforcement organizations. 
They deal with how to legally enforce local 
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Port and Venice and all of Sarasota County, 
the homeless and vagrants will come to the 
City of Sarasota.

The shelter is not designed like a jail. While 
security will be maintained by Sarasota 
County Sheriff’s deputies, the door to the 
basic facility will be open at all times. People 
will be able to come and go as they please. 
Some will gain admission to the facility for 
counseling, training and other services. But 
if history is any judge, the other half will 
wander the streets. The local newspapers in 
communities with Marbut-style, Pottinger-
approved shelters — including the Tampa 
Bay Times — have remarked on the increase 
in crime and drop in property values in the 
areas around those facilities. 

Is it wise to site the Sarasota shelter in the 
area of the county with the highest crime and 
lowest property values? How wise is it to add 
hundreds more unemployed and unemploy-
ables to north Sarasota streets? While the 
rest of the county may benefit from a marked 
reduction in the homeless and vagrant popu-
lation, of what benefit will that be to the City 
of Sarasota?

Downtown merchants and residents continue 
to be stressed by the city’s current population 
of homeless people and vagrants. Imagine 
their delight when the population swells 
after the shelter is in operation. Just this 
week, Ernie Ritz, chairman of the Sarasota 
Downtown Improvement District, told me the 

following when I asked what he thought of 
the shelter: “It strikes fear into me.”

And under Pottinger, city police will have little 
choice but to return violators to the shelter, 
only a few blocks away. 

Can you think of a better way to capitalize on 
the millions of public dollars spent to improve 
and beautify downtown than to attract a 
larger population of transients? 

THE AROMA OF  
KNEE-JERK POLICY 

When policy is made in haste, unintended 
consequences uncoil, fangs bared. Pottinger 
is the law (although the judge relaxed it some-
what this month) and it must be obeyed. But 
no judge has ruled a homeless shelter must be 
only a few blocks from a city’s downtown, or 
that it must be in an area already experiencing 
high crime and catastrophic unemployment.

Several years ago, I watched and reported 
on the county’s efforts to find a new jail site. 
The search went on for years, and it was ulti-
mately shelved when the jail population did 
not prove to soar as expected. It was a delib-
erate and methodical search. By comparison, 
finding a shelter site seemed almost preor-
dained, needing only a handful of weeks to 
complete. 

Another knee-jerk action was appropriating 
money from the county’s affordable housing 
trust fund to build the facility. That decision 
came in spite of a study indicating the greatest 
need to help move people from homelessness 
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back into mainstream society is … affordable 
housing. 

In political science, there is a term called “sat-
isficing,” doing the minimum necessary to 
paper over a problem; to say you have done 
something when all you have done is disguise 
it and left it to fester. But do not blame just 
the local policymakers for satisficing. Florida 
is famous for it. 

The Orlando Sentinel on Sunday, March 
23, ran a front-page piece about the state’s 
support for mental health assistance. “State 
funding for basic mental health services in 
Florida ranks 49th in the nation, having been 
cut an additional $15.2 million since 2012 

despite an improving economy. Before that it 
remained virtually flat for at least a quarter 
century,” Kate Santich reported. 

Sarasota County Commissioner Christine 
Robinson stated recently that the county is 
not the entity providing mental health care. 
She is correct. This is a state responsibility, 
though legislators have stripped it of funds — 
just another variation on knee-jerk reactions.

Sarasota County’s homeless shelter policy is 
starting to smell of desperation. In one stroke, 
the county can be “cleansed” of the homeless 
and vagrants by seeing all of them trans-
ported to Sarasota — but only if they choose 
to ignore the real consequences experienced 
in other communities. %

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

To the Editor:

On March 18, an expert on city planning 
addressed a packed house at The Francis. 
One city commissioner attended – Susan 
Chapman. 

Why do you suppose not even one of the other 
four commissioners showed up? I venture to 
guess that they feared the appearance of a 
second commissioner might provoke a new 
Sunshine Law claim. What a sad commentary. 

After his talk, the expert took questions. Let’s 
assume that Commissioner Chapman had 

SUNSHINE LAWSUIT CONSEQUENCES BEMOANED
asked a question (she did not) but, otherwise, 
did not utter a word. Would she have been 
deemed to have taken part in the discussion, 
another violation?

The Sunshine Law is designed to prevent 
“backroom” deals. In any rational setting, no 
honest supporter of open government would 
dream of claiming violations had occurred in 
the two hypotheticals posed above. But that 
is not the case in Sarasota. A majority of the 
five commissioners have expressed the belief 
that it serves the taxpayers’ interest to settle 
rather than to fight, even in such a dubious 
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commissioners personally? If so, how many 
commissioners would promptly settle for a 
pittance and suffer the humiliation of going 
back to school? What do you think?

Frank Brenner
Sarasota

Editor’s Note: The amendment of the state 
constitution to provide for Government 
in the Sunshine was an effort to ensure 
transparency in the conduct of the people’s 
business. So-called “backroom deals” are 
only one aspect of the institutional secrecy 
that Government in the Sunshine was meant 
to abolish.

case as the one being litigated. (Two commis-
sioners attended a meeting but allegedly did 
not speak). In fact, the city commissioners 
do the taxpayers a disservice in the long run 
by permitting this Sunshine lawsuit cottage 
industry to thrive unchallenged.

I regret that all five commissioners did not 
attend the program on city planning. Had 
they done so, they would have benefited from 
the wisdom dispensed (as did Assistant City 
Manager Marlon Brown, who attended). They 
would have shown solidarity with their fellow 
commissioner as well.  

Last speculation: Had they attended, would 
Citizens for Sunshine have sued all five 

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The Sarasota News Leader wel-
comes letters to the editor from 
its readers. Letters should be no 

more than 300 words in length, and include 
the name, street address and telephone num-
ber of the writer. Letters should be emailed to  

Letters@SarasotaNewsLeader.com, with  
“Letter to the Editor” in the subject line. Let-
ters actually printed will be selected based on 
space available, subject matter and other fac-
tors. We reserve the right to edit any letters 
submitted for length, grammar, spelling, etc. 
All letters submitted become the property of 
The Sarasota News Leader.

Don’t have your own subscription to The Sarasota News Leader? 
Subscribe for FREE and receive a  
weekly notification when the  
latest issue is available online.

FREE SUBSCRIPTION
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William Blake never met an American alligator.
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The idea for a series came to me while scroll-
ing through my alphabetized photo albums 
on my Mac. I plan to proceed in an orderly 
manner, but, most likely, it will prove an 
“alphabet soup” undertaking. Some let-
ters will have multiple entries. How could 
I choose between sandhill cranes and scrub 
jays? One thing is certain: Anything written 
about Florida begins with alligators. 

People come here just to see them. At 
Myakka River State Park, alligators are guar-
anteed. They loll on a sunny bank or glide 

by gawkers who try to estimate their size. 
Typically, females are around 8 feet long, 
males 11 feet long. They are the “brightest 
in the constellation of stars,” though shore-
birds try to steal the scene. In the dry season 
at Lower Lake, these reptiles gather in profu-
sion to the delight of hikers and kayakers. Are 
’gators on the park payroll?  

Alligator mississippiensis of the Crocodilian 
order has been around for 200 million years. 
It thrives in warm places but has survived 
numerous changes in climate — from lush 

A NATURE LOVER LAUNCHES HER OWN ALPHABETIZED SERIES ON 
FLORIDA WILDLIFE
Story and Photos
By Fran Palmeri
Contributing Writer

Alligators prove the star attractions at Myakka River State Park.
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tropical landscapes to those locked up in an 
ice age. It is interesting to consider that today, 
these ancient creatures occupy the newest 
landscapes of Florida. The Everglades are 
only about 5,000 years old — a blink of an 
eye in the scheme of things. 

Adaptability, a strong immune system and 
just plain toughness have kept them going. 
They can survive loss of a limb. They can 
weather freezing temperatures. They can go 
without eating for a year. Because they are 
aquatic, they even survived the global “win-
ter” brought on by a huge meteor crashing 
into the Caribbean Sea 65 million years ago 

that wiped out 70 percent of all living things, 
including the dinosaurs. 

We almost lost alligators in the mid-20th cen-
tury. They were being hunted to extinction to 
satisfy a fashion craze for alligator handbags 
and shoes. In 1967, ’gators were placed on the 
endangered species list.

That was the year I visited Sanibel’s Periwinkle 
Park and met Albert, the campground “pet,” 
who was always looking for handouts. We did 
not realize that feeding alligators makes them 
lose their fear of man. They do not distinguish 
a hand from a handout. “A fed alligator is a 

Barbara Dondero and her niece, Kate Carroll, look for ’gators from the bridge on Park Drive at Myakka 
River State Park.
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An afternoon snack: Alligators can take on larger animals.

The egret knows when it is safe to turn his back on alligators.
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dead alligator” read a sign at a park I visited 
recently. 

They are doing well once again and can be 
seen in parks — in our area, Deer Prairie 
Creek, Carlton Reserve, Duette Preserve and 
Brooker Creek Preserve. Fresh water means 
alligators, so you may also find them in ponds, 
streams and ditches and on golf courses. 
South of us, the Fakahatchee Strand Preserve 
State Park near Naples, Big Cypress National 
Preserve and the Everglades National Park 
have large concentrations of alligators. 

The alligator’s cousin, the American crocodile, 
lives in the mangroves mainly in the 10,000 
islands of extreme south Florida, where the 

land dissolves into the sea. Reputed to be 
gentler beasts, they are much fewer in num-
ber and lighter in color. Adapted to salt water, 
they have a long sharp snout as opposed to 
the rounded snout of the alligator.

A keystone species in the Everglades, alliga-
tors dig large holes in the muck, which fill 
with water. A ’gator hole will tide over hun-
dreds of animals in the dry season, including 
herons, ibis and wood storks.    

Alligators bellow — especially in springtime, 
the mating season. The female builds a large 
nest of rotting plants to maintain the right 
temperature for incubation of her eggs. Under 
the mother’s watchful eye, hatchlings emerge 

‘Mr.’ and ‘Mrs.’ at the Fakahatchee Strand.
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in about 60 days. It is not a good idea to come 
between little ’gators and their momma.

Alligators have a fearsome reputation. I have 
watched one climb a bank on the Myakka 
River to capture prey, which it killed in one 
bite. Its 75 teeth are replaceable. It also can 
subdue a victim by drowning.

Once driving through wetlands in south 
Florida, my friend, Iris, and I passed a prison 
with no barbed wire fencing. We speculated 
that officials must have figured inmates would 
not dare run the gauntlet of animals awaiting 
them in the swamp.

Shorebirds do it all the time. Fishing along 
the banks of the Myakka they seem to know 

when it is safe — or not — to pass an alliga-
tor. I have watched a great blue heron make 
a U turn when he got near one but, at other 
times, stroll right on past the creature’s nose. 
Tuned into “alligator psychology” (as natu-
ralist Archie Carr called it), these birds take 
advantage of frogs and other edibles stirred 
up by a swimming ’gator.

“Tyger! Tyger! burning bright, in the forests of 
the night; what immortal hand or eye could 
frame thy fearful symmetry?” wrote the poet 
William Blake. The tiger may be formidable, 
but I wager he never looked an alligator in  
the eye. %

Little ones stay at ‘home’ for up to two years.
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THE NEW STICKNEY POINT ROAD INTERSECTION SIGN IS COMING SOON; 
TICKETS ARE BEING WRITTEN FOR ILLEGAL PARKING ON AVENIDA DE 
MAYO; AND VOLUNTEERS PULL IN A BIG HAUL OF GARBAGE

Siesta Seen
SIESTA SEEN

Early next week, a new “blankout” sign should 
be installed at the intersection of Stickney 
Point Road and Midnight Pass Road to enable 
motorists to turn right on red once again if no 
pedestrians are in the crosswalk.

That was the news on March 27 from Sarasota 
County Chief Engineer James K. Harriott Jr.

County Commission Vice Chairwoman 
Christine Robinson told me Wednesday she 

had asked about the plans for the intersection 
during the March 24 meeting of the Sarasota/
Manatee Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(MPO), but she had not received a defini-
tive response from Florida Department of 
Transportation (FDOT) staff. Therefore, she 
asked Harriott for an update, and she was 
kind enough to pass that along to me after I 
spoke with her about my efforts to learn the 
latest news.

By Rachel Brown Hackney
Editor

Traffic backups on the Stickney Point bridge are expected to be alleviated as soon as new signage goes 
up to permit right turns on red once more onto Midnight Pass Road. File photo



Siesta Seen
FDOT has taken a lot of heat over the past 
month from drivers who have had to endure 
very long waits on the Stickney Point bridge 
because of the department’s decision to erect 
a “No Turn on Red” sign where drivers used to 
be able to turn right on red if they were head-
ing northbound onto Midnight Pass Road.

FDOT made the change in response to pro-
tests from pedestrians who reported feeling 
endangered when using the crosswalk at 
the intersection. A couple of weeks ago, 
Lauren Hatchell, a public information offi-
cer for the department, told me engineers 
had taken another look at the situation 
because of the traffic tie-ups — many times 

leading to back-ups on U.S. 41. As a result, 
the department adjusted signal timing to try 
to ameliorate the situation. The blankout sign 
will be the most significant step in the pro-
cess, however, she pointed out.

The sign will flash a “No Turn on Red” warning 
if a pedestrian preparing to use the cross-
walk pushes a button to activate the sign, 
Hatchell explained.

On March 26, Harriott wrote Robinson that 
county staff had agreed with FDOT, that, “in 
order to expedite the installation … FDOT 
would buy the equipment [for the sign] and 
the County crews would do the installation. 

All sorts of activities are part of the Drum Circle on Sunday evenings on Siesta Public Beach. 
Contributed photo by Peter van Roekens
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Siesta Seen

The Drum Circle on Siesta Public Beach continues to prove highly popular, especially given the number 
of seasonal visitors on the key. Contributed photo by Peter van Roekens
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Siesta Seen
We have received the plans for the mast arm 
structural review and wiring, but the equip-
ment has not come in yet. When it arrives we 
should be able to turn the installation around 
in a day or two.”

He followed up the next day with news that 
the equipment was expected to arrive that 
afternoon; the installation is expected to be 
completed early next week.

AVENIDA DE MAYO

A source of consternation on the key for one 
neighborhood has been illegal parking, largely 
related to tourism.

After weeks of confusion about new “No 
Parking” signs, with residents hesitating to 
call the Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office about 
violations on Avenida de Mayo, Sgt. Scott 
Osborne sent the following email on March 25 
to Michael Shay, president of the Siesta Key 
Association: “We are good to go with enforce-
ment on [Avenida de] Mayo.” 

Osborne is the leader of the Sheriff’s Office’s 
Community Policing Station on the key.

Shay has been an advocate for the Avenida de 
Mayo residents in their quest to make certain 
vehicles parking on the right of way and in 
the street do not continue to clog the road to 
the point that passage by an emergency vehi-
cle would be almost impossible.

In response to a follow-up question from Shay, 
Osborne said deputies would keep a close eye 
on the street for the next couple of weeks.

On March 16, residents who called the 
Sheriff’s Office about drivers disobeying the 
new signs saw one officer come out and issue 
five tickets, they reported to Shay.

Osborne also has reminded Shay to advise 
residents who see violations to phone the dis-
patch number: 316-1201. 

A CLEANER KEY

During the Great American Cleanup on 
March 22 — sponsored by Keep America 
Beautiful — 76 volunteers working in groups 
organized by the Siesta Key Association 
collected 19 30-gallon bags of recyclables 
weighing approximately 380 pounds and 87 
30-gallon bags of garbage weighing approxi-
mately 2,175 pounds, SKA President Michael 
Shay reported.

Tony and Marilyn Romanus of Siesta Isles 
flank Siesta Key Association President Michael 
Shay during the Great American Cleanup on 
Siesta Key on March 22. Contributed photo
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Siesta Seen
(Keeping the key beautiful is one of Shay’s 
keen interests.)

The organization worked with its usual 
Adopt-A-Road partners, the Siesta Key Village 
Association and Bay Island-Siesta Key to 
clean Siesta Key Public Beach from Point of 
Rocks north to Beach Access 2, as well as 
the beach accesses on that stretch; Ocean 
Boulevard from Beach Road north to Higel 
Avenue; and Higel from Ocean Boulevard to 
the north Siesta Key bridge.

The volunteers spent 146 hours in the pro-
cess, Shay noted. 

“SKA wants to thank [Keep Sarasota County 
Beautiful] and Wendi Crisp for organizing this 
very worthwhile event and a special thank 
you to all the volunteers who donated their 
time and energy to help KEEP SIESTA KEY 
BEAUTIFUL,” he added in an email.

HOMELESSNESS ISSUES

Although downtown Sarasota seems to be the 
primary focus of homelessness in the com-
munity, Sgt. Osborne has pointed out that the 
key usually sees an uptick in the number of 
homeless people during season.

During his early morning walk through Siesta 
Village (about 5:30 a.m.) on Wednesday, 
March 26, SKA President Shay let me know in 
an email that he “noticed a ‘vagrant’ sleeping 
under the bench right outside the front gates 
at 5011 Ocean Blvd.,” the former home of 
the Pelican Press. That was the same bench 
used in the past by Lance, the fellow in the 

wheelchair who is well known on the north 
end of the island, Shay added.  

The individual in that spot on Wednesday 
“had beige sheets and a throw pillow,” Shay 
wrote.  

In response to the email Shay sent him about 
the incident, Osborne said he was forwarding 
Shay’s information to his deputies and Patrol 
Division officers so they would keep an eye 
out for such activity. 

A representative of the firm that manages the 
building at 5011 Ocean Blvd., Lofino Lambco 
Properties, told Shay she had noticed “a sig-
nificant increase of homeless” on Siesta since 
the Sarasota Police Department began trying 
to move people out of homeless camps in the 
city. The firm’s maintenance manager, she 
added, “is going to construct a barrier under 

Linda LaVoie and new SKA Director Paul 
Wilkinson pause during the Great American 
Cleanup on Siesta Key Saturday morning. 
Contributed photo
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the bench to see if that will stop them from 
sleeping in the cubby (bench area).”

THE STORMWATER PROJECT

Things are continuing to run a bit behind 
again on the Siesta stormwater project site 
next to the public beach, according to Isaac 
Brownman, newly appointed director of pub-
lic works for the county.

The arrival of the modular pump house on 
order has been delayed “slightly to April 15th 
and will require 3 to 4 weeks” to be set up and 
wired into the pump station, he notified the 
County Commission this week. “Final testing 
of the pump station is still anticipated to be in 
early May,” he added.  

At least Florida Power & Light has completed 
installation of the new electrical conduit, 
he noted.

In mid-February, staff was looking at March 
14 as the date for substantial completion of 
the project; final county acceptance of the 
work was planned for April 13.

The County Commission awarded the $4.6 
million project to Forsberg Construction Inc. 
of Punta Gorda on April 23, 2013. The work 
originally was to have been completed by 
Dec. 31, 2013. However, heavy rainfall last 
summer — especially in September — led 
to delays in digging the new 1-acre stormwa-
ter pond. Other problems, just as Brownman 
noted with the pump house, have cropped 
up in recent weeks, though the pond is  
complete. %

A March 13 aerial photo shows the site of the new stormwater pond next to Siesta Public Beach, where 
improvements are under way. Photo courtesy Sarasota County
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Since 2004, the annual juried art exhibit of 
the organization Embracing Our Differences 
“has graced downtown Sarasota’s bayfront 
with billboard-sized images created by artists, 
writers and students from around the world, 
reflecting their interpretation of the message, 
‘enriching lives through diversity,’” a news 
release points out. 

The 11th annual Embracing Our Differences 
(EOD) show of art and quotes will be pre-
sented simultaneously in Sarasota’s Island 
Park and at Bradenton’s Riverwalk from 
March 30 to June 1, the release says. 

According to Michael Shelton, executive 
director of Embracing Our Differences, more 
than 275,000 people visited the Sarasota and 
Bradenton exhibits in 2013, including more 

than 25,000 students from 180 area schools, 
the release continues.

“Ninety percent of the visitors who responded 
to our survey said that the art had favorably 
influenced their opinions on diversity,” notes 
Shelton in the release. “We look forward to 
more opportunities to deepen community 
awareness. By standing up to hate and prej-
udice and respecting the views of others, we 
really can make this a better world for every-
one.” Shelton explains in the release that the 
organization received submissions of more 
than 6,000 artworks and statements from peo-
ple in 52 countries, including South Korea, 
Greece, Israel, Serbia, China, Canada, India, 
Portugal, Scotland and the United States. 
Students from 110 elementary, junior and 
high schools submitted both art and quotes.

wePhones by Elise Raimon was a co-winner for Best in Show among student entries. Contributed 
image

ANNUAL EMBRACING OUR DIFFERENCES EXHIBIT TO OPEN MARCH 30

A&E BRIEFS



The Best in Show Adult winner for art was 
Marija Doric of Westfield, IN, for Pressure 
and Tension, the release continues. Doric will 
receive a $1,000 cash award for her work. 

For the first time in EOD’s history, two artists 
were selected to receive Best in Show Student 
awards, the release notes. Nina Edelsbacher, 
a student at the NewGate School in Sarasota, 
won for Everything is Equal, and Elise Raimon, 
a student at Carlos E. Haile Middle School in 
Bradenton, won for wePhones. Each school 
will be awarded a $1,000 cash prize to be used 
in its art program, the release adds.

Among the winning quotes in the 2014 exhi-
bition were “If you judge people by how far 

they have to go, you’ll never know how far 
they’ve come” (Aliyah Cunningham, a student 
at Sarasota Middle School); and “The hardest 
part of standing up for something is believing 
you can” (Alexa Capo, Sarasota), the release 
says. 

The award for Best in Show inspirational quote 
went to Zachary Lasebny, a student at Louise 
R. Johnson Middle School in Bradenton for 
“It shouldn’t take your reading this quote to 
know that you should accept people for who 
they are.” Lasebny’s school will receive $1,000 
for its art department, the release notes.

Area residents, especially students, fared 
well in the competition, the release points 

Pressure and Tension by Marija Doric took the top adult prize this year. Contributed image
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Underneath We Are All the Same by Chelsea Wenzel. Contributed image

Am I Perfect Yet? by Carolyn Syzonenko
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out. Artwork and quotes from students at 10 
schools in Sarasota, Manatee and Charlotte 
counties were chosen for the exhibit. 
Altogether, entries from 20 area artists and 34 
area-based quote writers were selected, the 
release says.

Embracing Our Differences’ annual out-
door exhibits are the heart of a year-round 
program designed to use art as a catalyst to 
create awareness and promote diversity, the 
release points out. Aside from the annual out-
door exhibition, Embracing Our Differences’ 
ongoing initiatives include teacher work-
shops; creative writing workshops presented 
in partnership with the John F. Kennedy Center 
for the Performing Arts and Florida Studio 
Theatre; a retreat for art teachers; and the 
Make-a-Day-of-It! program, which provides 
free bus transportation for area students and 

teachers to the outdoor exhibit and to other 
cultural venues, including Florida Studio 
Theatre, Mote Marine Aquarium and Ringling 
Museum, the release continues. More than 
13,000 students participated in that program 
during the 2012-2013 school year.

For more information about this exhibit 
or the Embracing Our Differences 
organization,  cal l  404-5710 or visit  
embracingourdifferences.org. %

DOWNLOAD THE PDF

View the Embracing Our Differences  
2013 annual report

“Five Guys Named Moe, an exuberant trib-
ute to the music of rhythm and blues pioneer 
and alto saxophonist Louis Jordan,” will 
open Tuesday, April 1, on Venice Theatre’s 
MainStage, the theatre has announced in a 
news release. 

The musical will run through Saturday, April 
19. (No show will be offered on Easter Sunday, 
the release notes.) Performances will be at 
8 p.m. Tuesdays through Saturdays and at 2 
p.m. on Sundays. Tickets are $20 to $28 for 
adults and $10 to $15 for students, the release 
adds. They are available at the theatre’s box 
office, online at venicestage.com or by phone 
at 488-1115. A special rate of $20 is available 
(not online) for the first week of the show. 

Discounted rates are available for groups of 
20 or more, the release points out. 

“Directed and choreographed by Brad 
Wages with musical direction by Michelle 
Kasanofsky, Five Guys Named Moe is built 
around an energetic quintet of zoot-suited 
singers named Moe who emerge in a puff of 
smoke from a radio to offer advice to a love-
sick young man named Nomax,” the release 
explains. Four of the five guys will be played by 
Venice Theatre (VT) veterans Edwin Watson 
(Smokey Joe’s Café, Crowns); Kristofer 
Geddie (Ragtime, Smokey Joe’s Café and 
numerous other VT credits); Brandon Michael 
Fleming (Ragtime, Superior Donuts and 25th 
Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee); and 

FIVE GUYS NAMED MOE TO TAKE OVER VENICE MAINSTAGE IN APRIL
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(Above) Bradley Small as Nomax gets advice about his love life from five guys named Moe: (standing) 
Sean London Young, Edward Watson, Don Seward, (kneeling) Kristofer Geddie and Brandon Michael 
Fleming. Contributed photo by Renee McVety

Sean London Young (Ragtime, Hairspray 
and Hello Dolly). Don Seward and Bradley 
Small will be making their Venice Theatre 
debuts, the release notes.

“The show brings to life nearly 30 songs 
either written by or made popular by Jordan 
and the bands he fronted from the 1930s 
through the 1950s,” the release continues. 
Paving the way for rock ’n’ roll, Jordan was 
known as the “The King of the Jukebox,” the 
release says. His biggest-selling record was 
Is You Is or Is You Ain’t My Baby. Among 
his other hits were Choo, Choo, Ch’boogie; 

What’s the Use of Getting Sober and Let the 
Good Times Roll. 

Jordan chose to be more of an entertainer 
and front man than some of his jazz and 
blues counterparts, “focusing on humor and 
a flamboyant performance style,” the release 
notes. 

Five Guys Named Moe was first produced in 
London in 1991, where it won two Laurence 
Olivier Awards, the release adds. It was 
brought to Broadway a year later, where it 
was nominated for two Tony Awards. 

Venice Theatre is located at 140 W. Tampa 
Ave. on the island in Venice.
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Artist Series Concerts of Sarasota will present 
the 2014 Competition for Piano on Saturday, 
March 29, in the Neel Performing Arts Center 
at State College of Florida, Manatee-Sarasota. 

The semi-finals competition will begin at 10 
a.m., while the finals will start at 7:30 p.m. 
The event is free and open to the public, a 
news release points out. The Neel Center is 
located at 5840 26th St. West in Bradenton. 
For more information, call 306-1202 or visit 
artistseriesconcerts.org.

Now in its 12th year, the competition is one 
of the most prestigious in Florida, the release 
points out. It rotates year-to-year among voice, 
piano and string instruments “and is open to 
talented young musicians who are residents 
of Florida,” the release says. 

Under the guidance of Joy McIntyre, a music 
educator and performer, the program since 
2007 has “developed in size and quality,” the 
release adds. The Virginia B. Toulmin Award 
of $6,000 goes to the first prize winner at the 
Performance Level (ages 20 to 25) and the Lee 
& Jerry Ross Scholarship Award of $3,000 is 
the first prize at the Scholarship Level (ages 
14 to 19). 

According to McIntyre, past winners often go 
on to major music schools and pursue suc-
cessful musical careers. She says in the release 
that in selecting the 12 semi-finalists, judges 
look for “accuracy, artistry and technique.”

This year, 12 young pianists, five at 
the Scholarship Level and seven at the 
Performance Level, will compete in the 
semi-final round. Three from each level will 
continue to the final round, the release points 

out. The finalists then will be presented in an 
evening public performance “and judged by a 
panel of distinguished musicians and educa-
tors,” the release notes. 

This year’s finalist judges will be Julian Martin, 
a faculty member of The Juilliard School; 
Robert Sherman, an award-winning radio 
broadcaster, author, music critic and music 
educator; and Derek Han, acclaimed as one 
of the leading American pianists of his gener-
ation, the release points out.

“In the past decade, we’ve raised more than 
$150,000 for 54 gifted young musicians,” says 
John Fischer, executive director of Artist 
Series Concerts of Sarasota, in the release. 
“Our focus is the future.”

ARTIST SERIES CONCERTS TO PRESENT 2014 COMPETITION FOR PIANO

The Neel Performing Arts Center is located 
on the campus of the State College of Florida, 
Manatee-Sarasota. Image courtesy of the college
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As a result of popular demand, Florida Studio Theatre has announced that George Crowley (left) and 
Jeffrey Plunkett will continue their run in Freud’s Last Session through March 30. Tickets range from 
$32 to $34 and may be purchased from the FST box office in person, by calling 366-9000 or going 
online at FloridaStudioTheatre.org. Freud’s Last Session reunites audiences with the work of Mark St. 
Germain, who also wrote last season’s hit show, The Best of Enemies, a news release points out. “This 
show presents an imagined depiction of a meeting between Sigmund Freud and C.S. Lewis, set in the 
final days of Freud’s life,” on the very day England entered World War II, the release adds. The play 
was inspired by Dr. Armand M. Nicholi Jr.’s book, The Question of God, which speculates on a meeting 
between Freud and Lewis “that history can neither confirm nor deny,” the release notes. Contributed 
photo by Brian Braun

CONTINUING THE DEBATE
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Mark Russell will be on the Van Wezel stage on March 31. Contributed photo from Promopichires

“Long before Jon Stewart and Steven Colbert, 
there was Mark Russell, daring to joke and 
sing of the often absurd political process,” a 
Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall news release 
says. “With his impeccable timing, twinkling 
eyes and insights into American politics,” 
Russell will grace the Van Wezel stage in 
Sarasota on March 31, the release adds. 

Russell grew up with entertainers as his 
heroes, among them radio comedians Fred 
Allen and Jack Benny, the release notes. 
He became class clown when he was in the 
fourth grade and maintained that position 
through high school, the release adds. “His 

career came to life in a little piano bar on 
Capitol Hill,” the release continues, across 
the street from where the lawmakers “held 
court.” He started out knowing little about 
politics, but he was an immediate hit, thanks 
to his ability to find humor in anything, the 
release says.

The Marquee Lounge became “the place” for 
politicians to gather in Washington, D.C., 
where they listened to Russell’s jokes about 
what they had done earlier the same day.

Tickets are priced from $30 to $45. For more 
information, call the box office at 953-3368 
or visit VanWezel.org.

RUSSELL TO BRING HIS CAPITOL HILL OBSERVATIONS TO SARASOTA

Sarasota News Leader  March 28, 2014 Page 113

http://www.vanwezel.org/


Art Center Sarasota will host programs on 
April 3 and 10 focusing on the history of 
Yiddish communities and their language, 
organizers have announced.

Shtetls, small impoverished towns in Eastern 
Europe, shaped the lives of millions of 
Jewish people over centuries, a news release 
explains. For example, it says, “In spite of 
their privations, Jews living in Tsarist Russia 
developed a system of compassionate wel-
fare, promoted educational institutions” and 
produced world-class literature and theater 
and musical pieces. 

Their language was Yiddish, the release con-
tinues, but it reflected a fusion of German 
dialects, Slavic and Romance influences, 
Hebrew and Aramaic. 

This Jewish world was almost annihilated 
by the Nazi regime, the release adds. “Today, 
Yiddish as a language and culture is experi-
encing a Global renaissance,” it says.

The programs will be held from 6 to 8 p.m. 
on the two Thursdays, the release continues. 
The cost is $8 to Art Center Sarasota mem-
bers and $10 to non-members. The gallery is 
located at 707 N. Tamiami Trail in Sarasota.

YIDDISH LANGUAGE AND CULTURE TO BE FOCUS OF PROGRAMS

A synagogue is shown in a Polish shtetl in 1895. Photo by Mathias Bersohn via Wikimedia Commons
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With Florida Studio Theatre’s Improv per-
formances quickly coming to a close for this 
season, the theatre has announced extra 
shows with the theme April Fools. 

Each will be presented at 10 p.m. on Saturdays 
through April 12, a news release explains. 
Tickets are $15 and may be purchased from 
the box office in person at 1241 N. Palm Ave. 
in downtown Sarasota, by phone at 366-9000 
or online at FloridaStudioTheatre.org.

“During this hilarious battle of fools,” each 
cast member will compete against the others 
for bragging rights and the “Fool of Fools” 
title, the release adds. “Who will the winner 
be each week? That’s for the audience to 
decide. This is a seriously funny competition 
with high stakes,” the release notes. 

“In 2010, we created the show as a special one-
night-only event,” said Rebecca Hopkins, FST 

Improv director and MC, in the release. “With 
rave reviews from our audience and [consid-
eration of] how fast it sold out, we wanted to 
bring it back!”

She adds in the release that this is the “per-
fect show for [a] spring fling [because] 
audiences get to choose who wins the title, 
and we get to continue to bring laughter to 
Sarasota audiences.”

Along with Hopkins, the FST Improv cast 
is comprised of Christine Alexander, Tim 
Beasley, Chris Friday, Patrick A. Jackson, 
Darryl Knapp, Emily Levin, Angel Parker, 
Adam Ratner, Jon Sheridan and Steve Turrisi, 
with Nathaniel Stevens on the piano. 

All performances are in the Bowne’s Lab 
Theatre.

FST ANNOUNCES ADDITIONAL IMPROV SHOWS AT 10 P.M.

An FST Improv group performs in May 2013. Contributed photo
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Venice Theatre will wrap up its popular 
Concert and Special Events Series in April 
with two shows, it has announced. 

First, audiences are invited to relive the 
Woodstock era with Monday Monday, a band 
paying tribute to The Mamas and the Papas. 
It will appear in three performances on April 
6 and 7. Tickets are $22, a news release notes. 

Next, the Baby Boomer Comedy Show will 
return with two nights of standup comedy 
on April 13 and 14, the release continues. 
Performances will be at 8 p.m. each day. All 
seats are $20. 

Tickets are available by calling the box office 
at 488-1115 or by visiting venicestage.com.  

The Monday Monday show will feature songs 
made famous by The Mamas and the Papas 

VENICE THEATRE TO PROVIDE ENTERTAINMENT FOR BABY BOOMERS

Monday Monday pays tribute to The Mamas and the Papas. Contributed photo
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“as well as sure-fire hits from recording indus-
try legends” in the folk, pop and rock genres 
from the Woodstock era and the early ’70s, 
the release says. 

In the 90-minute Baby Boomer Comedy Show, 
veteran comedians Jan McInnis and Kent 
Rader will “hit all the familiar topics baby 
boomers are dealing with: family, kids, work, 
do-it-yourself projects, dieting, aging and 
more and they [will] do it with clean humor,” 
the release points out. 

Venice Theatre is located at 140 W. Tampa 
Ave. on the island in Venice.

The Baby Boomer Comedy Show will offer a couple 
of baby boomers’ comic insights into topics their 
generation is facing. Contributed photo

For the past two months, singers from dozens 
of area-based choral groups have gathered at 
downtown Sarasota’s Church of the Redeemer 
to rehearse for Music Makes Community, 

CELEBRATION OF JEWISH MUSIC PLANNED ON APRIL 3
a celebration of Jewish music coordinated 
by the church’s organist and choirmaster, 
Ann Stephenson-Moe, and presented by 
The Jewish Federation of Sarasota-Manatee 
(JFSM), a news release says. 

“Matthew Lazar, the world’s most celebrated 
conductor of Jewish choral music, will direct 
the concert, which will include Metropolitan 
Opera baritone Jason Stearns singing the 
cantor’s part from Ernest Bloch’s Sacred 
Service,” the release points out. Among other 
selections will be Kurt Weill’s Kiddush along 
with excerpts from works by Rodgers and 
Hammerstein, Leonard Bernstein and George 
Gershwin, the release continues. The concert 
will be held on Thursday, April 3, at 8:15 p.m. 
at the Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall, located 
at 777 N. Tamiami Trail in Sarasota. Tickets 
are $18 to $72 and are available at vanwezel.
org. For more information, call 552-6300. 

The concert will feature professional sing-
ers from Gloria Musicae, Musica Sacra 
Cantorum, the Jewish Community Chorus, Adelaide Boedecker/Contributed photo
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Belle Canto, Key Chorale “and many other 
outstanding area-based choral groups,” the 
release adds. Cantor Jeff Weber, Cantor 
Cliff Abramson, Cantor Riselle Bain, Cantor 
Deborah Jacobson, Genevieve Beauchamp 
and National Opera Association winner 
Adelaide Boedecker will be the other soloists 
on the program. A 50-piece orchestra com-
prising “the area’s finest professional players 
will provide the music,” the release notes.

“For all of us it’s been exciting and stimulat-
ing to experience Maestro Lazar’s patient and 
meticulous approach to the pieces on the pro-
gram,” says Stephenson-Moe in the release. 
“So many professional singers joined this 
chorus because it is an unparalleled opportu-
nity to sing great music conducted by a great 
maestro.” 

Regarding Lazar, the release points out, “His 
superior talents as a conductor and interpreter 
of Jewish music have elevated the standards 
of Jewish musical performance and educated 
audiences across North America.” His “vision-
ary leadership led to the creation of the Zamir 
Choral Foundation, which continues to nur-
ture the growth of Jewish choral singing in 
North America and Israel,” it continues. 

Jason Stearns/Contributed photo

“The Jewish Federation of Sarasota-Manatee 
is a not-for-profit organization whose mission 
is to save Jewish lives and enhance Jewish 
life in the Sarasota-Manatee region, in Israel 
and throughout the world,” the release adds. 
For more information about the federation, 
call 371-4546 or visit jfedsrq.org. %

Someone you know needs 
Planned Parenthood

 • Lifesaving cancer screenings
       • Parent & teen education

             • Annual GYN exams 
                        • Birth control

Planned Parenthood Of Southwest And Central Florida • Sarasota 941-953-4060 • MyPlannedParenthood.org
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(Above) The Rev. Barry Lynn/Contributed photo

RELIGION BRIEFS

The Rev. Barry Lynn, executive director 
of Americans United for Separation of 
Church and State, will speak at two events 
on Saturday, April 5 — at 10:30 a.m. at the 
Congregation for Humanistic Judaism (CHJ) 
in Sarasota and at 3 p.m. at the Congregational 
Church of Christ in Bradenton, organizers of 
the programs have announced.

His topic will be Religious Liberty: The True, 
the False, the Ugly, a news release says.

Lynn has appeared frequently on television 
and cable broadcasts such as Nightline, 
Crossfire, Meet the Press, Good Morning 
America and NBC Nightly News, the 
release adds.

A member of the Washington, D.C., Bar 
Association as well as an ordained minister 
in the United Church of Christ, Lynn recently 
was awarded the Puffin Prize for Creative 
Citizenship “for challenging the status quo 

LYNN TO SPEAK ON RELIGIOUS LIBERTY DURING TWO PROGRAMS



through distinctive, courageous and socially 
responsible work of significance,” the release 
notes. Previous winners were NAACP 
President Benjamin Todd Jealous, playwright 
Tony Kushner, journalist Amy Goodman and 
author Jonathan Kozol, the release continues.

Americans United for Separation of Church 
and State has “stood fast in seeing that the 
constitutional amendment that separates 

church and state is not violated and upholds 
religious freedom for all,” the release adds.

Congregation for Humanistic Judaism meets 
at Unity, located at 3023 Proctor Road in 
Sarasota. For more information, call 929-7771.

The Congregational Church of Christ is 
located at 3700 26th St. in Bradenton. For 
more information, call 756-1018.

At 10 a.m. on Friday, March 28, Stephen 
Gillum, a yoga and meditation instructor, will 
discuss Meditation: Is It Really as Helpful as 
It Is ‘Hyped’ To Be during a program at the 
Unitarian Universalist Church of Sarasota, 
located at 3975 Fruitville Road in Sarasota, 
the church has announced.

The free presentation will conclude at 11:30 
a.m., a news release says. It will be the next 
Freethinkers’ Briefing at the church.

Gillum has studied and practiced medita-
tion for 40 years, “a calling that grew out of 
his initial training as a yoga instructor,” the 
release adds. His mentors included Swami 
Lakshman joo, Dr. V.G. Kulharni, Shunryu 
Susuki and Edio Simano, it notes. He is cer-
tified to instruct mantric meditation, the 
release continues, but he “has developed his 
own non-theistic style that fuses Eckhart 
Tolle, Zen and Yoga with the focus on relax-
ing and observing the mind.”

This briefing, in cooperation with the Lifelong 
Learning Academy (lla-sm.org), will help 
answer questions such as whether “estab-
lishing a relationship with stillness through 
meditation helps you to find health and peace 
of mind,” the release notes. “This session will 
also help attendees to ‘get out of their minds 
if they want to survive the information age,’” 

the release says. Further, the program will 
“teach simple techniques for removing stress 
and reprogramming the mind to find peace in 
what many believe is a crazy world.”  

“Freethinkers’ Briefings are evidence-based 
summaries of what the general public needs 
to know about complex issues in the fields 
of religion, morality, ethics and justice,” the 
release explains. Upcoming Freethinkers 
Briefings, held in cooperation with the 
Lifelong Learning Academy, will include Page 
Brown addressing Can You Really Be a Free 
Thinker on April 11; Marden Paru on Health 
and Medicine in the Bible, set for April 25; 
Bishop Bridget Mary Meehan addressing 
Roman Catholic Women Priests: A Spiritual 
Revolution or a Holy Shakeup on May 2; and 
Everything You’ve Ever Wanted to Know 
About Mormonism, presented by Ryan T. 
Cragun on June 6.  

All sessions will be at 10 a.m. at the Unitarian 
Universalist Church of Sarasota.

For more information, call David Ryan at 365-
4027 or email him at d2mryan@verizon.net.  

The Unitarian Universalist Church of Sarasota 
is a Welcoming Congregation serving Sarasota 
and Manatee counties. More information may 
be found at uusarasota.org.

MEDITATION’S HELP VERSUS ITS HYPE TO BE FOCUS OF PRESENTATION
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Stephen Gillum/Contributed photo
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The Green Committee of Temple Emanu-El, 
located at 151 McIntosh Road in Sarasota, 
invites members of the community to a free 
Energy Upgrade Workshop on Sunday, March 
30, at 12:30 p.m. 

Focused on saving energy, water and money 
by making environmentally sound decisions 
in the home, the workshop will be presented 
by representatives of Sarasota County, a 
news release says. It will explore cost-saving 

strategies, considerations in selecting con-
tractors, do-it-yourself opportunities and 
incentives that might be available, the release 
adds.  

Attendees will receive free Do-It-Yourself 
Energy Saving Kits that include compact flu-
orescent light bulbs, faucet aerators, a smart 
power strip, rope caulk and outlet-insulating 
gaskets, the release notes. 

For more information, call 371-2788.

TEMPLE EMANU-EL TO HOST ENERGY UPGRADE WORKSHOP

Temple Emanu-El members and Rabbi Brenner Glickman (right) hold bags they received from a 
previous Energy Upgrade Workshop. Contributed photo
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During a time when church membership is at 
an all-time low and in a city where the median 
age is almost 50-percent higher than the 
national average, the Unitarian Universalist 
Church of Sarasota (UUCS), a Welcoming 
Congregation serving Sarasota and Manatee 
counties, has a challenging goal, it says in 
a news release: “to increase the number of 
families with children that are members and 
to teach those children values that will serve 
them well in a diverse, compassionate and 
competitive society.” 

In an effort to achieve that goal, the church 
has made new investments in its religious 
education program for children, focusing on 
changes in leadership, curriculum and facili-
ties, the release notes.

John Irvin, the newly hired religious education 
director, “brings passion and professionalism 
to the classroom,” the release continues. He 
attended the University of Tennessee, where 
he received his Bachelor of Arts degree in 
religious studies. After graduating, he served 
three terms with AmeriCorps, working to 
help people with issues relating to Medicare, 
supporting the development of a youth lead-
ership board for a state foster care program 
and working with Habitat for Humanity, 
building houses for disadvantaged families, 
the release notes. 

After completing his service with AmeriCorps, 
Irvin began working with teenagers and young 
adults dealing with mental health issues, 
the release says. He recently completed the 

UNITARIANS REVAMP PROGRAM TO ATTRACT FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN

John Irvin/Contributed photo

A teacher talks with a child starting to draw a 
picture. Contributed photo
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University of Phoenix’s Master of Arts pro-
gram in elementary teacher education, the 
release adds.

Irvin, his wife and two young children moved 
to Florida to be closer to family, the release 
continues. 

In his new position, he oversees all program-
ming for children and youth at the Unitarian 
Church of Sarasota — from birth to age 18 
— as well as programming for parents, the 
release notes.

 “The goal of our church’s programs is to fos-
ter the exploration of ideas and values based 
on the principles of Unitarian Universalism,” 
said Irvin in the release. “Each class has a cur-
riculum designed to encourage and engage 
children as they listen to stories, discuss ideas, 
enjoy activities that emphasize the concept 
presented that day or create a story, song or 
work of art which shows their interpretation 
of that idea,” he added in the release.  

“The program strives to create a comfort-
able environment that fosters a sense of 

A young girl prepares a drawing in the Unitarian Church of Sarasota’s new children’s program. 
Contributed photo
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community between the children, teach-
ers and the families,” Irvin continued in the 
release.  “At the end of the hour together each 
Sunday morning, notes are provided for par-
ents that summarize the morning’s activities 
and offer suggestions of things to do together 
as an extension of the class,” he added.  

“An important part of the UUCS’s value sys-
tem is that each individual can help make a 
difference in the world, and so throughout 
the year, children engage in several social jus-
tice projects,” the release points out. “These 
projects are often coordinated with the larger 
church community,” while at other times, “the 
children and youth create social justice activ-
ities on their own, it notes. 

To accommodate and encourage growth in 
the religious education program, the church 
recently upgraded its classrooms and nursery, 
the release says. “The refurbished nursery is 

a secure and happy place where infants and 
toddlers are cared for while their parents 
attend the church service,” it adds. “Those 
parents who wish to remain with their infants 
in the nursery are invited to relax” in rocking 
chairs. “Finally, all teachers have successfully 
completed a background screening process,” 
the release continues.

Separate programs are tailored to various 
age groups, the release points out: infants 
and toddlers; children in pre-K through kin-
dergarten; first- and second-graders; students 
in third through fifth grades; middle school 
youth; high school students; and people ages 
12-20.

To find out more about the Unitarian Church 
of Sarasota’s religious education program for 
children and youth, email Irvin at RE@uusara-
sota.org.  The program also has a Facebook 
page with frequent updates.

The Church of the Redeemer in Sarasota will 
present a half-hour Lenten organ recital on 
Wednesday, April 2, featuring guest organ-
ist John Fenstermaker, director of music at 
Naples’ Trinity By the Cove, the church has 
announced. 

The recital will begin at 12:10 p.m. and end at 
12:40 p.m., a news release says. It is free and 
open to the public. 

The church is located at 222 S. Palm Ave. in 
downtown Sarasota. For more information, call 
955-4263 or visit redeemersarasota.org. %

MUSIC DIRECTOR OF NAPLES CHURCH TO PRESENT ORGAN RECITAL

For the best viewing experience on a computer click the  icon in 
the menubar to zoom to fullscreen mode.

QUICK TIP
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YOUR LIFESTYLE GUIDE TO THE SUNCOAST

28+
MARCH

Dabbert Gallery presents James Griffin’s Sunlight Seduction
Through March 31; times vary. 76 S. Palm Ave., Sarasota. Free admission. Information: 
955-1315 or DabbertGallery.com.

28+
MARCH

Florida Studio Theatre presents Daddy Long Legs
Through April 5; times vary. Gompertz Theatre, 1241 N. Palm Ave., Sarasota. Tickets: $39 
to $42. Information: 366-9000 or FloridaStudioTheatre.org.

28+
MARCH

Asolo Repertory Theatre presents The Grapes of Wrath
Through April 19; times vary. Mertz Theatre, 5555 N. Tamiami Trail, Sarasota. Tickets: 
$23 to $76. Information: 351-8000 or AsoloRep.org.

01
APRIL

FUMC presents the Chroma Quartet
April 1, 5:30 p.m.; First United Methodist Church, 104 S. Pineapple Ave., Sarasota. Tickets: 
$10 donation. Information: 955-0935 or firstsrq.com.

05
APRIL

Jazz duo Lenore Raphael and Howard Alden
April 5, 8 p.m.; Glenridge Performing Arts Center, 7333 Scotland Way, Sarasota. Tickets: 
$20. Information: 552-5325 or TheGlenridge.com.

11+
APRIL

Westcoast Black Theatre Troupe presents Bubbling Brown Sugar
April 11 through May 11; times vary. 1646 10th Way, Sarasota. Tickets: $29.50. Information: 
366-1505 or wbttsrq.org.

28
APRIL

Gloria Musicae presents Voices of the Holocaust
April 28, 7:30 p.m.; Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall, 777 N. Tamiami Trail, Sarasota. Tick-
ets: $25 to $70. Information: 953-3368 or GloriaMusicae.org.

Community
Calendar

T h e  b e s t  o f  u p c o m i n g  E V E N T S
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Each week, Staff Photographer Norman Schimmel searches Sarasota County for iconic shots that 
underscore why the community is a favorite with residents and tourists alike.

SCHIMMELSIGHTINGS

SARASOTA TIME MACHINE

SCHIMMEL SIGHTINGS
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