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Sarasota County schools 
welcomed back students 
despite the lack of  needed sup-
port from the state or federal 
governments. We were ordered 
to open “brick and mortar” 
schools by the end of  August 
or face funding cuts. Schools 
across the state have had to 
scramble to figure out the best 
and safest way to do that.

The Sarasota County School 
Board made the right call to 
postpone the opening by 3 
weeks to allow the infection 
rate to decrease and to better 
prepare our schools and staff. 
Parents were able to choose 
either classroom, remote 
learning by their teacher 
or Sarasota Virtual School. 
Parents could also choose to 
withdraw and choose Florida 
Virtual, private school or to 
home school their students.

A judge recently found that 
the state overstepped its power 
in ordering schools to open 
in August, but the state has 
already appealed the ruling. 
Frankly, I can see both sides. 

We all know that face-to-face 
learning with a teacher in a 
classroom is the best way to 
learn, but state officials should 
have looked beyond just the 
economy. The order to open 
schools should have come with 
the financial and directional 
support needed to open them 
safely. We needed:

• Clear direction on handling in-
fections: We were told to work 
with our local health depart-
ments to figure out how to 
open safely. However, local 
health departments were 
conflicted in the advice they 
could give us. In addition, as 
more was learned about the 
coronavirus, the advice often 
changed and conflicted with 
previous directives. Advice 
on who to quarantine and/or 
test has changed as recently 
as this week.

• Prioritized testing: A plan 

should have been in place to 
fund and prioritize testing 
for students and staff. 
Schools should have been 
provided with the tools need-
ed to test potential cases and 
get the results back quickly 
to prevent further spread. 
Testing for children has only 
recently become available in 
the county and the supplies 
for the more accurate tests 
are back ordered. We are 
working with our health 
department to complete our 
plan.

• Face masks: Clear direc-
tions on face masks was 
needed. School boards had 
to wade through conflicting 
reports on the needs of  a 
mandated policy. We had to 
learn about the effectiveness 
of  different types of  face 
coverings such as gaiters and 
face shields. We had to weigh 
the need for exemptions to 
the policy against the safety 
of  the other students in a 
class. We are still dealing 
with conflicting views from 

concerned parents on this 
issue.

• Making classrooms safe: 
While schools were strug-
gling with how to socially 
distance students in class-
rooms that didn’t have the 
room to keep desks 6 feet 
apart, our facilities depart-
ment was looking at ways to 
make the air in the rooms 
safer. We have increased the 
outside air input by 20% and 
increased air circulation to 5 
times per hour. We have or-
dered stronger HEPA filters 
for our schools, but they will 
increase our costs by several 
hundred thousand dollars 
and are back ordered across 
the country. We are also 
testing air scrubbers that use 
UVC lights and ionization 
technology that attack and 
kill viruses, bacteria, mold 
and other allergens. This 
could also reduce illness 
during the cold and flu 
season. Upfront information 
and funding on these items 
would have helped us to have 

them in place when school 
starts.
Students returning to 

schools will encounter many 
changes, but our hard working 
staff are prepared to make 
it as welcoming as possible. 
Will it be the best conditions 
for learning? No, but are 
outstanding teachers will do 
their best. Can we guarantee 
there’ll be no COVID-19 cases 
in our schools? Of  course not, 
but we have a plan to promptly 
address them as they appear.

We have worked hard to 
safely open our schools to 
provide students with the high 
quality educational experience 
they have come to expect from 
us. And we will continue to 
make improvements as the 
year unfolds. We know it’s not 
just the economy; it’s the lives 
of  our students, staff and their 
families.

Shirley Brown is a member of  
the Sarasota County School 
Board.

Schools open despite facing challenges

Dear Chairman Clark,
Commissioners Brown, 
Polmann, Fay, and Graham:

I am a local ecologist in 
Port Charlotte concerned with 
utility efficiency and energy 
conservation.

The Southern Alliance 
for Clean Energy (SACE) 
has alerted the public you 
will be revising the state’s 
energy efficiency rules. This 
is important because Florida 
stinks (sorry I don’t know how 
else to say it) when it comes to 
electric utility efficiency and 
energy conservation. This poor 
performance translates to lost 
customer energy savings and 
lost opportunity in the fight to 
reverse global warming.

Programs such as energy 
audits enable us to find out 
how to use energy more 
efficiently, how to conserve it, 
and yes, how to save lots of  
money. An energy audit can 
prove the difference between 
being able to afford a home and 

not being able to own a home 
— I know this from personal 
experience.

The American Council 
for an Energy-Efficient 
Economy (ACEEE) scores 
Florida 2 on a 20-point scale 
in the utility area. The main 
causes for the low score are 
below average funding for 
efficiency programs and low 
levels of  savings. SACE says 
that one reason that Florida’s 
big power companies are 
among the worst when it 

comes to helping customers 
save money is that you use 
badly outdated practices to 
subvert and undermine energy 
savings from Florida’s Energy 
Efficiency and Conservation 
Act (FEECA). Last fall, Florida 
utilities attempted to cut their 
energy efficiency savings goals 
to zero (no kidding, zero!) 
using economic evaluation 
practices that are so old, no 
other state in the country uses 
them.

The problem goes deeper 
than just updating economic 
evaluation methods. According 
to the National Resources 
Defense Council, the big 
problem in Florida is the 
utility company’s business 
model, which is based on 
earning a profit by the selling 
of  more and more electricity. 
This conflicts with the goal of  
conservation — which is what 
we need to save money and 
reverse global warming.

The current growth 

model creates a disincentive 
for investment in energy 
efficiency, conservation 
measures, distributed 
generation (roof  top solar), 
and other possibilities that 
could reduce consumers’ use 
of  energy and their bills. What 
is needed most is for you to 
cause the utilities to change 
their business models to earn 
a profit from providing service, 
reducing energy demand 
and eliminating the carbon 
emissions that cause climate 
change (instead of  profiting 
from selling more electricity).

Conservation and efficiency 
are important to reverse global 
warming and save customers’ 
money. Fixing Florida’s 
abysmal performance in this 
area should be your highest 
priority. In my view, you must 
reform the cost-effectiveness 
and screening practices that 
previously led utilities to 
propose goals of  zero. But most 
important you must implement 

the real solution: change the 
utility business model from 
one that profits from selling 
more electricity to one that 
profits by meeting customers’ 
service needs and our energy 
and greenhouse gas reduction 
goals.

In the public’s interest,

William “Coty” Keller is an 
ecologist working to conserve 
and restore the natural 
relationships among living 
things and the environment. 
He lives and works in Port 
Charlotte. Keller chairs the 
Environmental Working 
Group at Florida Veterans 
for Common Sense. FLVCS 
is a non-partisan/non-profit 
501©(4) corporation.Contact: 
FLVeterans@aol.com or visit us 
at floridaveteransforcommon 
sense.org

WILLIAM ‘COTY’ KELLER
Florida Veterans for 

Common Sense

HOWARD KUNIK
Punta Gorda City Manager

An open letter to Public Service Commission

As I reflect on my time 
leading the city of  Punta Gorda 
I am thankful that so much 
was able to be accomplished. 
Many, if  not all, of  the success 
over the years have been made 
possible through collaboration 
and the power of  partnerships.

The only measure for 
success is performance and 
results. It is our collective 
responsibility as the public 
sector, private sector and the 
community at large to leverage 
partnerships to move this 
community forward.

Hurricane Charley was 
a catalyst for partnerships 
to take center stage and 
Hurricane Irma once 
again brought the power of  
partnerships to the forefront. 
The list of  partners is long 
and continues to grow as the 
community evolves. Through 
partnerships we have been 
able to market Punta Gorda’s 
assets, invest in projects in the 

Community Development 
Redevelopment Area, attract 
private investment, welcome 
festivals and events, develop 
affordable housing and 
improve public facilities.

Beautification projects 
have been the focus of  many 
collaborative efforts over the 
years. The original downtown 
streetscape projects involved 
the city, TEAM Punta Gorda, 
Main Street Punta Gorda 
and the Florida Department 
of  Transportation. New 
beautification projects are 

following a similar model 
led by Team Punta Gorda, 
attracting private investment, 
and involving the Punta 
Gorda Chamber of  Commerce, 
the PGI Green Thumbs, 
Charlotte County and the city. 
Historic street re-bricking’s 
complete with community 
volunteers and a celebratory 
environment add to beauty of  
the downtown.

Projects that protect the 
health and safety of  our 
community have also evolved 
through collaboration. 
Downtown flood mitigation 
has been a partnership of  the 
Florida Division of  Emergency 
Management and the Federal 
Emergency Management 
Agency. Oyster reef  
restoration to help improve 
water quality happened as 
a result of  the collaborative 
efforts of  the Coastal and 
Heartlands National Estuary 
Partnership, the Nature 

Conservancy, community 
volunteers and the city.

The bike medic program 
also was born of  partnership 
between TEAM Punta Gorda 
and the city, as is the Bike 
Loaner program. The new 
groundwater reverse osmosis 
water treatment plant only 
happened through the 
collaborative efforts of  many 
including the Peace River 
Manasota Regional Water 
Supply Authority, Southwest 
Florida Water Management 
District and the state of  
Florida. Hurricane Irma 
seawall restoration wouldn’t 
have been possible without the 
collaboration with FEMA and 
the State of  Florida.

Herald Court Centre is 
successful because of  the 
partnerships that helped 
design and program the space 
and private sector leases. Over 
the years this project has 
been touched by Florida Gulf  

Coast University, TEAM Punta 
Gorda, Punta Gorda Chamber 
of  Commerce, Downtown 
Merchants Association, Arts 
& Humanities Council, Visual 
Arts Center, Main Street Punta 
Gorda, Charlotte Community 
Foundation and the private 
sector. It’s a similar story of  
success based on partnerships 
is true of  Buckely’s Pass, Paint 
Your Heart Out, Bicycle Routes 
program, Bicycle Art program, 
Gilchrist landing and boat 
launch, community gardens, 
Trails and Parks that Teach, 
and the list goes on and on.

Bottom line is the spirit of  
Punta Gorda has been created 
by the power of  partnerships 
and I am honored to have been 
a part of  it.

Howard Kunik is the city 
manager of  Punta Gorda.

Partnerships have made Punta Gorda great

Add           to your SUN Newspaper 

subscription for only $2.00 a month 

and never miss your favorite shows 

again. Tune in to the latest sports and 

trending programs, plus puzzles, sudoku, 

crosswords and special streaming features. 

Do you know what’s on 

TV tonight? 

We do.
Call 941-206-1300 to add today.
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SHIRLEY BROWN
Sarasota County  

School Board


