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SARASOTA COUNTY – Despite
warnings from advocates that doing so
would exacerbate local affordable hous-
ing shortages, Sarasota County Com-
missioners moved ahead with a plan
that would strip away requirements that

developers include lower cost housing
in their plans for future projects east of
Interstate 75. 

With little debate and with Commis-
sioner Nancy Detert – the sole elected
official to oppose previous efforts – ab-
sent for health reasons, the decision
was unanimous. 

Commissioners argued that an in-
centive-based system would be more
beneficial to developers and bring about
more affordable housing in the near fu-
ture. 

Officials also echoed the concerns of
staff that the county would be vulner-

able to potential litigation after state
lawmakers in 2019 passed a bill that re-
quires counties to offset the costs to de-
velopers if they mandate a portion of
development be set aside for affordable
housing. 

Commissioner Mike Moran’s inter-
pretation of the law: “If a community
wants to do affordable housing, fine,
have at it. But don’t be pushing that on
the private sector. If you do require them
to do such things, you will compensate
them for the mission you’re trying to
create in your community.”

But the Florida Housing Coalition,

the state’s foremost affordable housing
advocacy group that helped craft the
state bill, has insisted that the county is
misinterpreting the law and that its cur-
rent policies are in compliance with the
law. 

These changes, the coalition told
commissioners last week, could inten-
sify the county’s need for affordable
housing. 

Commissioner Ron Cutsinger noted
that the 2050 plan, which shapes how
land is used in rural eastern Sarasota 
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Patrick Bidelman walked out of his
trailer, as the 80-year-old Nokomis
resident does every afternoon at 1:30,
and retrieved his mail.

Good – the package of vitamin sup-
plements his girlfriend ordered had ar-
rived. There were also a couple of in-
surance brochures, and a reminder
from the Democratic Party to renew
his membership.

The letter, he figured, was junk.
He returned inside, stood by his

work bench, and opened it anyway.
The first sentence was interesting:
“Patrick Bidelman, you are a piece of
(excrement) for your letter to the Her-
ald on Nov. 17.”

He paused and took the letter to
Sandy, his girlfriend. She sat down at a
table, scrolled through the remainder,
looked up at him and said “this is
alarming.”

It seems someone had taken excep-
tion to the five-paragraph letter he
wrote that was published in the Her-
ald-Tribune on Nov. 17. It was under
the headline “Trump Will Stand for
Betrayal of Trust.” It was, obviously,
anti-Trump.

“Did you think we forgot about
you?” the letter to Bidelman read. “We
are watching you and your house. Say-
ing disgraceful things about out (sic)
president, we are going to get you.

“We thought about kidnapping you
and cutting your tongue out. Piking
your eyes. We thought about breaking
your legs with a baseball bat. This is
what we like the most.

“(To) keep us from (expletive) up
your life you must write another letter
to the editor asking them to forgive you
for saying those terrible things about
out (sic) president. That might keep
you from getting your legs broke. We
are watching you and riding in your
car.

“Did you get the message???” 
And those were just the threats

suitable for a family newspaper. Oth-
ers were worse. The address on the en-
velope was hand-written, with the
postmark coming from Tampa-St. Pe-
tersburg. The word “watching” was the
only thing written in the return ad-
dress spot. Bidelman called the United
States Postal Service Office of Inspec-
tor General, the Manatee County Sher-
iff’s Office and the FBI.

“I was shocked on one side and not
terribly, terribly surprised on the oth-
er,” Bidelman said. “I can’t help but be
aware we are living at a dangerous mo-
ment.”

Is this really happening? The very
people who believe our constitutional
rights will be taken away with an ad-
ministration change are the very peo-
ple trying to suppress Bidelman’s right
to free speech, not to mention freedom
of the press, with threats of bodily
harm and Mafia-style intimidation.

Maybe the threat of removing 
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After a successful December outdoor holiday concert,
Asolo Repertory Theatre in Sarasota will return to its Terrace
Stage for four more shows in February through May for a re-
vised season that includes concerts with two-time Tony
nominee Laura Osnes and “Evita” star Ana Isabelle and a new
play about civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer.

Producing Artistic Director Michael Donald Edwards an-
nounced the new 2021 season in an online video presentation
Wednesday afternoon. Several of the shows planned for the
current season, including “Our Town,” Grand Horizons,” the
world premiere of “Knoxville” and the new musical “Hood,”
will be postponed until the 2021-22 season.

E. Faye Butler, right, with Michael James Leslie in Asolo Rep’s 2013 production of “Show Boat,” returns to Sarasota to star
as civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer in a new play with music. FRANK ATURA PHOTO/ASOLO REP
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Van Wezel postpones main stage comeback. 3B

Ana Isabelle, who starred as Eva Peron in Asolo Repertory
Theatre’s 2017 production of “Evita,” returns to perform a
concert program in Sarasota. ROD MILLINGTON/ASOLO REP

VENICE – The pathway to clean wa-
ter and a healthy Sarasota Bay ecosys-
tem may be found in a water quality
playbook released online Thursday
morning by the Gulf Coast Community
Foundation.

But what authors David and Jennifer
Shafer of Shafer Consulting and Steve
Suau, principal of Progressive Water
Resources, offered up in 10 chapters,
David Tomasko – the new executive di-
rector of the Sarasota Bay Estuary Pro-

gram – summarized in a
sentence.

“Basically, the bay
needs to go on a nutrient
diet,” Tomasko said, as
he took time for a phone
interview between dive
sites Wednesday morn-

ing in Sarasota Bay. “We’ve loaded the
bay with too much nutrients, we have
too much algae in the bay and we’re los-
ing our important seagrass habitat.

“We view the playbook as extremely
important for us to figure out how to fix
the problems we’re having in Sarasota

Bay,” he added.
The Community Playbook for

Healthy Waterways, colloquially re-
ferred to as the water quality playbook,
can be accessed for free by visiting
waterqualityplaybook.org.

The 10 chapters cover central waste-
water systems, septic systems, bioso-
lids, fertilizer, atmospheric deposition,
stormwater design, stormwater part-
nerships, habitat and wildlife, coordi-
nation and monitoring.

It’s possible to make PDF tearsheets 

‘Playbook’ offers a guide for healthy waterways
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When two life-saving vaccines were
quickly developed within a year of CO-
VID-19’s appearance, skeptics arose,
casting doubts on their safety.

Two scientists who sit on sit on the
FDA’s Vaccine and Related Biological
Products Advisory Committee, howev-
er, staked their scientific reputations on
the safety of the Pfizer and Moderna
vaccines that have been administered to
over 10 million Americans so far.

During a one-hour Q&A panel hosted
by former Tallahassee Democrat pub-
lisher Skip Foster and sponsored by
USA TODAY, Town Square and Talla-
hassee Regional Health, they answered
a wide range of questions related to the
vaccine.

“As a scientist, I think they are going
to be very, very safe,” said Dr. Paul
Spearman, Director of the Division of
Infectious Diseases at Cincinnati Chil-
dren’s Hospital Medical Center.

He witnessed some of the vaccine
trials that led to their approval by the
Food and Drug Administration, and said
they were not compromised. “They
were held to a very high standard be-
cause the vaccines are made to go into
people who are not ill,” Spearman said.

And even though they were conduct-
ed rapidly, the safety and procedural
standards were not compromised, he
said.

“People worked extra hours, and put
aside their personal work to get these
vaccines tested,” said Dr. Geeta Swamy,
Associate Vice President for Research at
Duke University. “I feel confident that
everything that happened can be re-
viewed and audited. That’s the best way
to go about the integrity.”

The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines are
specially designed messenger RNA vac-
cines that send a signal to the human
body to produce antibodies to fight the
novel coronavirus that causes the CO-
VID-19 respiratory disease.

The concept for mRNA has been

around for at least a decade, Swamy
said.

“What has changed over the last 3-5
years is how to get the mRNA into the
body and get it to work before the body
degrades it,” she said. “This is the first
large scale use of mRNA.”

It requires two doses for maximum
effectiveness, three to four weeks after
the first dose is administered. Over 10
million Americans have received at
least one shot of either the Pfizer or Mo-
derna vaccine, including over 700,000
Floridians with very few reports of seri-
ous side effects or deaths.

A recent announcement from the
Trump administration and its Health
and Human Services Department that
the government will not hold back the
second doses so that more people can
get their first dose has some Floridians
worried.

It’s important to get that first shot,
Swamy and Spearman both said. Stud-
ies show a drastic reduction in the risk
of getting the disease after the first dose,
but the second dose is important be-
cause it greatly expands the vaccine’s
effectiveness.

The problem is there is a limited sup-
ply and high demand as the country has
shifted from inoculating front line hos-

pital workers and nursing home resi-
dents to anyone 65 and over.

Both Spearman and Swamy predic-
ted it will be months before a large
enough segment of the population is in-
oculated to see a return to normality.

“We don’t have a nationally orga-
nized process,” Swamy said. The vac-
cine is distributed by the federal govern-
ment to the states, which each do their
own thing when it comes to distributing
the vaccine among their own popula-
tions.

Before it completely vaccinated all its
hospital workers and nursing home res-
idents, Florida opened the floodgates to
everyone 65 and older, regardless of
their health condition. That’s caused
mass confusion, delays and shortages
at vaccine distribution points.

After the elderly get vaccinated, im-
munization of other groups should
come through some time in the summer,
Swamy said. “That means we still have
to practice precautionary measures,”
she said.

With new vaccines from other com-
panies going to trial and soon to be ap-
proved for emergency use, Spearman
said he’s hoping things will be some-
what back to normal in summertime.

The vaccine is not without side ef-

fects, they said, and that it’s up to each
individual to weigh the side effects
against the benefits of not getting CO-
VID-19.

The vaccines do have side effects but
they are mild and rare, Swamy said. 

“Even then, when we see symptoms,
they occur within the first 48 hours,”
Swamy said. “At Duke, if any symptoms
persist after 48 hours, we advise the
person to contact the vaccine provider
or primary care provider.”

Symptoms include headaches, fa-
tigue, feverishness, body aches, and
joint pains. The most common reaction
is a soreness or redness at the shot site.

People who are taking immunosup-
pressants or monoclonal antibodies as
treatment for COVID-19 should wait 90
days to take the vaccine, Spearman
said.

“You have antibodies already and
those might dampen the effect of the
vaccine,” Spearman said.

Likewise, anyone who has had CO-
VID-19 should wait until they are no
longer symptomatic and have gone
through their quarantine period before
getting the vaccine, he said.

Having had COVID is not protection
against getting it again, or giving it to
others. Unlike other infections, con-
tracting COVID doesn’t create a lifetime
immunity.

Federal regulators have not approved
a vaccine for use on children yet. Cur-
rently the vaccines are approved for
adults 18 and older, although Pfizer is
approved for kids as young as 16.

Testing by manufacturers on young-
er age groups is under way, Spearman
said. Different age groups might require
different doses, especially infants.

As national data has shown, children
are not immune to COVID. Hundreds
have died and hospitalizations are going
up in many parts of the country, Spear-
man said.

“Having a vaccine that is safe to give
to children is really important,” he said.
“It would help kids get back into the
swing of things, but also might help
with the spread of disease.”

Contact Jeff Schweers at
jschweers@gannett.com and follow him
on Twitter @jeffschweers.

Scientists extol safety of COVID-19 vaccine
‘As a scientist, I think they
are going to be very, very
safe,’ one panelist said
Jeffrey Schweers Capital Bureau

Pearl Henry receives a dose of the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine at Bethel AME Church
in Tallahassee on Sunday. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/USA TODAY NETWORK

added, from residents curbing their use
of fertilizer, to counties and municipal-
ities that operate sewer systems and
larger stormwater drainage networks,
to homeowners with individual septic
systems.

Thaxton noted that one of the most
critical pieces uncovered in the study
that produced the playbook was docu-
mentation that in Sarasota County the
central wastewater systems were con-
tributing more to nitrogen pollution
than septic systems.

“What we advocate for in the play-
book is that basically all septic tanks
are not created equal,” he added.

There are three key factors in deter-
mining the effectiveness of a septic sys-
tem. When was it built, which can give
an indication as to how well it was de-
signed; how far is it from a surface wa-
ter body and how far above the water ta-
ble the drain field is.

“If you know those three things, you
can prioritize those septic tanks that
are the culprits for nutrient loading and
focus on them first,” Thaxton said.
“You’re not going to have enough mon-
ey to take all of the 40-plus thousand
septic tanks in Sarasota County and
anytime soon put them on a centralized
wastewater system. 

“The data shows that the septic
tanks that are correctly designed, out of
the water table and a good distance
from a surface water do a very good job
at nutrient removal,” he added “That’s a

from the document to hand out and ref-
erence.

The playbook uses Sarasota County
as an example but the
methodology is meant to
apply everywhere, noted
Jon Thaxton, senior vice
president for Communi-
ty Investment at the Gulf
Coast Community Foun-
dation.

Gulf Coast has been
working on water quality concerns
prior to the 18-month-long red tide
bloom that overwhelmed the area in
2017 and 2018, but the occurrences so-
lidified the resolve to find solutions.

“At the time, red tide was on every-
body’s mind because it was also in ev-
eryone’s lungs and it was just wreaking
havoc on our health, our economy and
our quality of life,” Thaxton said. “The
evidence points to the human-based
nitrogens not creating the red tide but
causing a natural red tide outbreak to
be much more intense, cover a larger
area of shoreline and last for consider-
ably longer periods of time.

“Even without the link to red tide,
having healthy waterways, where you
can eat the shellfish, feel comfortable
about letting your children swim and all
of these other factors – beach closures,
etc., etc., etc., it was simply the right
thing to do.”

Thaxton noted that Shafer came up
with the playbook format, which can be
continually updated to remain relevant.

Suau and Thaxton previewed the
playbook in a March 2020 meeting of
the Nokomis Area Civic Association
and again in a presentation to the Sara-
sota County Commission.

Then, Suau referenced the Indian
River Lagoon on the east coast of Flori-
da, where algae blooms have thwarted
the growth of healthy seagrass.

Tomasko quickly pointed out that
with much of Sarasota Bay surrounded
by residential development, the quest
is to reduce the nitrogen and phospho-
rous footprints of residential property
owners.

The bay was actually doing pretty
well in the early 2000s. But between
2014 and 2017, water quality took a no-
sedive.

“We used to be one of the big success
stories in seagrass recovery but we’ve
lost a lot of that,” Tomaso said.

Everyone needs to do their part, he

different approach than we’ve had in
the past but the data speaks very very
convincingly to that direction rather
than one size fits all.”

Sarasota County is already in the
process of converting its wastewater
treatment plants to AWT standards by
removing nitrogen, which is something
the city of Sarasota already does at its
treatment plant.

On an individual level, people can re-
duce energy use, Thaxton said, then
added that just as internal combustion
engines produce excess carbon, it pro-
duces excess nitrogen.

He praised Palmer Ranch for no-
mow areas near stormwater retention
ponds that have helped improve water
quality and brought back wildlife.

Meanwhile, though Sarasota County
has an ordinance prohibiting fertilizer
use during the rainy season, he noted
that big box stores catering to home-
owners still sell fertilizer during that
time period.

Ideally, Thaxton said, there would be
point-of-sale information that note the
dangers of using fertilizer in the rainy
season, as well as how overuse even in
the months when fertilizer is allowed
can lead to water pollution.

Tomasko noted that people should
be aware of whether they use reclaimed
water – which is already nitrogen-rich –
to irrigate their lawns, in which case no
fertilizer may be needed at all. 

Each person has a role to plan in
helping to bring about this recovered
Sarasota Bay we all want,” Tomasko
said.

“It’s serious,” he added. “We need to
do more than what we have. The health
of the bay is at a crossroads; it’s up to us
for what it becomes.”

Playbook
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A view of the wetlands at the Celery Fields, a 400-plus acre Sarasota County
stormwater retention and flood control project that has become a haven for
birds and treasured for recreation. HERALD-TRIBUNE ARCHIVE PHOTO

Thaxton

Interested?
h To read the Community Playbook for
Healthy Waterways, visit
bit.ly/2XzvjWK.

Bidelman’s tongue was even meant to
make a statement. It’s pretty hard to
speak out without one. Or maybe
that’s giving the writer a little too
much credit. 

Bidelman wonders if a database ex-
ists that contains the names of those
who have written anti-Trump letters to
newspapers. He can’t help but notice
the timeline either. His letter was pub-
lished in the paper on Nov. 17. Weeks
went by without retaliation. It wasn’t
until five days after the Capitol riot
that he received the threatening letter.

“I didn’t expect to see this in my life-
time,” Bidelman said. “I never expect-
ed to see such a close call in terms of
overthrowing our institutions.”

Bidelman was born in 1940, grew up
in working-class Detroit, played base-
ball for a Western Michigan team that
reached the College World Series in
1961 and earned a doctorate in French
history from Michigan State. His dis-
sertation was on the feminist move-
ment in France during the 19th centu-
ry.

He taught history for more than 40
years, including at Michigan State,
Purdue, USF and Ringling College of
Art and Design. He also taught in Par-
is. He never once made over $30,000 a
year. He moved to Sarasota in 1986 and
unsuccessfully ran for Congress two
years later.

A world-class senior softball player,
Bidelman invented a portable pitching
screen, which he sells in an effort to
supplement his Social Security in-
come. He purchased land and a small
trailer in Nokomis so he could build the
screens, live out the rest of his life with
Sandy and check the mail every after-
noon at 1:30.

“I’ve lived an extraordinary life, a
very happy life,” he said.

Bidelman believes he has a moral
obligation to make contributions to so-
ciety, no matter how small, and writing
letters to the editor is one way of doing
so.

He is not particularly frightened by
the letter and was even able to find hu-
mor in it. After noticing all of the bro-
ken sentences and misspelled words
the letter contained, he said: “I hope it
wasn’t one of my past students.”

Contact columnist Chris Anderson
at chris.anderson@heraldtri-
bune.com.
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