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Pointing to a need to “minimize the
amount of time students are removed
from in-person learning,” the Florida

Department of Health on Wednesday
issued a revised rule that gives parents
more authority to decide whether chil-
dren go to school after being exposed to
people who have COVID-19.

The emergency rule also continues to
require that parents be able to opt stu-
dents out of school-mask requirements
but includes a change that takes aim at
some school districts that only allow

opt-outs for documented medical rea-
sons. That change says opting out of
mask requirements is “at the parent or
legal guardian’s sole discretion.”

The issuance of the revised rule
quickly short-circuited legal challenges
by five school districts to a rule the De-
partment of Health issued Aug. 6 to help
carry out Gov. Ron DeSantis’ efforts to
prevent school mask mandates.

Administrative Law Judge Brian
Newman said during a telephone hear-
ing Wednesday morning that he did not
have any “wiggle room” after the revised
rule was issued.

“I don’t think I have any jurisdiction
to do anything other than to dismiss this
case,” Newman said.

State revamps COVID rule 
The revision quickly
short-circuited challenges
by five school districts 
Jim Saunders NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA
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America’s Most Wanted #Vancam-
per looks more like a hammock, bad-
minton and s’mores kind of guy, not a
rugged survivalist up to his thick, dark
eyebrows in gators and gloppy swam-
pland while gnawing on smoked rac-
coon.

C’mon now, does anyone really
think a 23-year-old former Publix
worker is still alive and hiding out in-
side nearly 25,000 hissing acres full of
Carlton Reserve creepy-crawlies
frothing from their fangs under a
bright Harvest Moon?

Because if that’s where Brian Laun-
drie went, you can bet the water moc-
casins and coyotes declared him a
“person of interest” too, and all the FBI
is searching for now is another dead
body to match that of his girlfriend,
Gabby Petito.

My take? Bag it. The odds are great-
er Laundrie is in Washington, D.C.,
hiding out at the Federal Reserve than
the Carlton Reserve — although both
are snake-infested. So forget surviving
the wilderness of North Port, and let’s
examine his chances on the run.

Judging from the former flight
paths of famous fugitives in our area,
it’s a mixed bag. Most were eventually
caught, though others are still looking
over their shoulders in the checkout
line. Indeed, it would be hard to live
like that.

Like Christine Dickerson, who was
one of the ringleaders of a $20 million
drug smuggling operation in South
Florida in the 1980s, like “Miami Vice.”
She went on the run for 23 years. No
one had a clue where she was.

She was caught in 2011 after she
walked into the Manatee County Tax
Collector’s office to order a new state
ID card and listed her mother’s Bra-
denton address, which raised a red
flag. She was arrested and sent to pris-
on for two years, where she received a
new ID.

Mason Van Kuiken was a soldier
from Bradenton who went AWOL from
the Army in 2013, was arrested in Tex-
as on illegal gun charges, bonded out,
bought a bicycle at Walmart, rode it
across the desert, crossed over the Rio
Grande River, and went into Mexico,
where he was again arrested for illegal
guns two months later.

Van Kuiken, who barely weighed
130 pounds, was flown to a Mexican
prison, where he remained for over
two years under an alias. No one knew
who he was or where he was, not even
his family, and he didn’t want it known
either. He was finally located by a local
private investigator named Leo Marti-
nez, a former FBI agent.

Martinez also was among those
who found killer Jose Luis Del Toro in
Mexico. Del Toro killed Sheila Bellush
in Sarasota as part of a murder-for-
hire plot in 1997. After she died, her
quadruplets waddled around in her
blood.

Del Toro went on the run for nine
days and was sloppy. At one point, U.S.
marshals missed him in a bar by an 
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FBI’s search
for Brian
Laundrie is
likely futile

A new program plans to help Saraso-
ta County neighborhoods upgrade their
drainage ponds so they can better filter
nutrients that can feed red tide. 

The local nonprofit START, or Solu-
tions to Avoid Red Tide, launched the
program at a Wednesday press confer-
ence overlooking the blue water of the
bay. The program is known as a regional
Healthy Ponds Collaborative, and most
of its funding is coming from a
$250,000 grant from the Charles &
Margery Barancik Foundation. 

Stormwater flows from neighbor-
hood stormwater holding ponds to oth-
er retention areas, creeks or rivers and TOP: Plants in and along stormwater ponds can help absorb excess nutrients,

reducing pollution and potentially red tide outbreaks.
PROVIDED BY MICHELLE ATKINSON, UF/IFAS EXTENSION IN MANATEE COUNTY

Project
POND
Red tide non-profit to
help neighborhoods
enhance water quality 
Anne Snabes Sarasota Herald-Tribune
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Abbey Tyrna, the water resources agent for UF/IFAS Extension Sarasota
County, talks about the Healthy Ponds Collaborative and the benefits of adding
aquatic plants to ponds at a Wednesday press conference.
ANNE SNABES/HERALD-TRIBUNE

Sarasota city commissioners unani-
mously approved the city’s fiscal year
2021-22 budget of over $233 million at
their Tuesday meeting.

The approved $233,280,364 budget
is 0.48% lower than the FY 2020-21
adopted budget of $234,412,773.

The commission also approved the
property tax rate of 3.1372 mills, or
about $3.14 for every $1,000 of taxable
property value, which is lower than last
year’s rate of 3.2632. The area’s as-
sessed property values have increased

over the past year, but the tax rate de-
crease means that the average home-
owner’s property taxes will stay the
same this year as last year, according to
City Manager Marlon Brown. 

General fund

The city’s budget includes about
$78.2 million in the general fund, which
is the city’s main operating fund. It cov-
ers all financial resources not account-
ed for in other funds, according to a city
document. The general fund is seeing a
3.2% increase in FY 2021-22 compared
to this year, because the parks and rec-

reation department recently became
part of the general fund after having a
separate fund for a few years. 

Another agency in the general fund
is the police department, which is bud-
geted for over $38.5 million for next
year. This is an about 2.4% increase
over last year’s police budget.

Salary increases

The city’s budget includes a 3% sala-
ry increase for Sarasota Police person-
nel represented by the International 

City of Sarasota approves $233M budget
Anne Snabes Sarasota Herald-Tribune
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eventually reaches Sarasota Bay. That
stormwater is responsible for 65% of
the nitrogen in Sarasota Bay, according
to START. Karenia Brevis, the algae re-
sponsible for red tide in Florida, feeds
on chemicals like nitrogen. 

Ponds are one way to reduce the
amount of these chemicals going into
the bay, as they filter stormwater. How-
ever, the ponds in Sarasota County only
operate at 40-60% efficiency in remov-
ing the nutrients that contribute to wa-
ter pollution, according to a Barancik
Foundation press release. 

The Healthy Ponds Collaborative
will help neighborhoods upgrade their
ponds. The collaborative will provide
neighborhood groups with expert con-
sultants who can advise them on how
to improve their ponds, and it will also
pay for some of the cost of those im-
provements, according to Teri Hansen,
the president and CEO of the Barancik
Foundation. 

The program will advise neighbor-
hood groups to plant certain kinds of
aquatic plants in their ponds. These
plants take in nutrients like nitrogen,
thus making the water cleaner. 

“If we can put more plants in, we can
take up more nitrogen and phospho-
rus,” said Abbey Tyrna, the water re-
sources agent for UF/IFAS Extension

Sarasota County, at the press confer-
ence. 

The Healthy Ponds Collaborative
will also make other recommendations
to homeowners and homeowner asso-
ciations, including reducing the
amount of fertilizer, grass clippings and
pet feces going into their ponds. 

The Barancik Foundation grant will
also be used to create new educational
materials, including a best manage-
ment practices manual for ponds and a
media kit. 

Sandy Gilbert, START’s chairman,
said making these kinds of improve-
ments will save homeowners money in
the long run. If a neighborhood does
not maintain its pond and its bank
erodes too much, the homeowners may
have to install costly technologies to fix
the problem. 

START has already been working
with neighborhoods on improving their
ponds, and Gilbert says the financial
factor convinces homeowner associa-
tion boards to sign onto the program. 

“I have to admit it is money that
drives a board to commit to this pro-
gram,” he said. 

The red tide outbreak that lingered
along Florida’s west coast from Tampa
Bay to Fort Myers for much of the sum-
mer finally waned in recent weeks.

Anne Snabes covers city and county
government for the Herald-Tribune.
You can contact her at asnabes@gan-
nett.com or (941) 228-3321 and follow
her on Twitter at @a_snabes.

A stormwater retention pond in Palmer Ranch. Stormwater retention ponds are
used to capture rain runoff and filter nutrients that would otherwise flow
toward area bays and the Gulf of Mexico. THOMAS BENDER/HERALD-TRIBUNE

Ponds
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New state Surgeon General Joseph
Ladapo, whose appointment was an-
nounced Tuesday by DeSantis, signed
the emergency rule. It replaced the Aug.
6 rule that drew heavy attention as
some school districts have sought to re-
quire students to wear masks to pre-

vent spread of COVID-19.
The school boards in

Miami-Dade, Broward,
Orange, Alachua and Le-
on counties challenged
the Aug. 6 rule, which
did not include the new
provision about parents
or legal guardians hav-

ing “sole discretion” about opting out of
school mask requirements.

Another substantial change in the
revised rule deals with protocols for
students who have been exposed to
COVID-19. The new rule says schools
“shall allow parents or legal guardians
the authority to choose how their child
receives education after having direct
contact with an individual that is posi-
tive for COVID-19.”

It gives parents the option of allow-
ing the “student to attend school,
school-sponsored activities, or be on
school property, without restrictions or
disparate treatment, so long as the stu-
dent remains asymptomatic.” Parents
also would have the option of quaran-
tining students for up to seven days.

The Aug. 6 version of the rule said
students who have contact with people
positive for COVID-19 “should not at-
tend school, school-sponsored activ-
ities, or be on school property” until
they receive negative COVID-19 tests
four days after the last exposure or are
asymptomatic and wait seven days af-
ter their last exposure.

The change in the revised rule re-

flects DeSantis’ oft-stated arguments
that parents should be able to make
choices for their children and that stu-
dents need to be in school — arguments
that Ladapo echoed Tuesday during a
news conference to announce his ap-
pointment.

An explanation accompanying the
revised rule said the Department of
Health has conducted a review of data
involving children who tested positive
for COVID-19 and children who had
been in contact with infected people.

“The department observed a large
number of students who have been re-
quired to quarantine for long periods of
time, resulting in the loss of hundreds
of thousands of days of in-person
learning,” the explanation said. “In ad-
dition, the department observed no
meaningful difference in the number of
COVID-19 cases in school-aged chil-
dren in counties where school districts
have imposed mask mandates.

"It is necessary to minimize the
amount of time students are removed
from in-person learning based solely
on direct contact with an individual
that is positive for COVID-19, to ensure
parents and legal guardians are al-
lowed the flexibility to control the edu-
cation and health care decisions of
their own children, and to protect the
fundamental rights of parents guaran-
teed under Florida law.”

The revised rule also sets protocols
for students who are symptomatic or
test positive for COVID-19.

Under one protocol, students will be
able to return to school after they re-
ceive negative tests and are asymp-
tomatic. Under another protocol, they
will be able to return 10 days after the
onset of symptoms or positive test re-
sults if they have not had fevers for 24
hours and other symptoms are improv-
ing. Under a third protocol, students
could return with written permission
from doctors or advanced registered
nurse practitioners.

Rule
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Bike riders wear
their masks to
Ormond Beach

Elementary Sept. 13
as Volusia County

schools start
mandatory masks

for students. DAVID

TUCKER/DAYTONA BEACH
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