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The practice has not been 
controversial in the past 
— even among the GOP

By Frank Gluck
FGLUCK@NEWS-PRESS.COM
USA TODAY NETWORK

During the early days of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, nearly 
half of Florida voters cast their 
ballots by mail in the March 
primaries, up sharply from 
the less than one-third who 
did so only two years before 
in 2018’s general election.

Now as coronavirus cases 
continue to climb, state 

elections officials say even 
more are likely to do so in 
November, making vote-by-
mail a deciding factor in the 
2020 race in Florida and, likely 
by extension, the country.

President Donald Trump 
has spent much of this year 
calling it a practice ripe for 
fraud. But in Florida, where 
mail-in ballots have been part 
of elections for a generation, 
the process is not a contro-
versial one — even among the 
GOP.

Florida voting rights advo-
cates, operatives from both 
parties, elections analysts 

and the state’s supervisors 
of elections consider it a 
non-issue. And most expect 
the process to run relatively 
smoothly, even if the 2020 
presidential contest promises 
to be an unpredictable one.

“I don’t think that by mail 
is controversial,” said Patti 
Brigham, president of the 
League of Women Voters of 
Florida, speaking about the 
process in this state and else-
where. “I do think it’s being 
used as a partisan tool, which 
is extremely unfortunate. 

Florida’s favorable to voting by mail 

In this July 29 fi le photo, mail-in ballot envelopes including an “I 
Voted” sticker are prepared in Minneapolis. 
[GLEN STUBBE / STAR TRIBUNE VIA AP, FILE] See MAIL,  A4

Sarasota artist who 
sculpted Confederate 
statue hopes to work on 
Trump’s Garden of Heroes

By Billy Cox
Sarasota Herald-Tribune
USA TODAY NETWORK

SARASOTA — By the time 
Greg Marra completed the 
mission – delivering his 
7-foot tall bronze statue 
from a Pennsylvania studio 
to a warehouse in central 
Tennessee — images of George 
Floyd’s murder by a white 
police officer were sweeping 
the nation. Protesters ral-
lying against racism were in 
the streets, and statues com-
memorating the Confederacy 
were coming down.

Marra, a former Ringling 
College of Art and Design 
adjunct instructor, says he 
didn’t need a roadmap to tell 

him where he was.
“When I took the statue on, 

I lost all my other business,” 
he says. “I lost friends, I lost 
contacts, I lost everyone. 
Because nobody wants to 
be associated with the word 
Confederate. When I posted 
it on Facebook, my friends 
started to disappear.”

Marra’s latest piece, which 
took five years to finish, was 
inspired by the Civil War car-
nage at Gettysburg. Called 
“Forwarding the Flag,” it 
depicts a Confederate lieu-
tenant colonel, face raging, 
sword in one hand, an unin-
stalled rebel flag in the other, 
charging uphill, out of craggy 
Devil’s Den, toward certain 
death.

The sculpture is scheduled 
for display at the National 
Confederate Museum at 

‘Forwarding the Flag’

Greg Marra 
says his 
Confederate 
soldier statue 
has cost him 
commissions 
and friends. 
[PHOTO 

PROVIDED BY 

TOM WILKINS]See ARTIST,  A2

Timothy Fanning
Sarasota Herald-Tribune
USA TODAY NETWORK

SARASOTA COUNTY — A 
unique proposal to change 
Sarasota County’s official 
roadmap for growth — a 
plan submitted by residents 
instead of a developer to pro-
tect their rural lifestyle — is 
back on the planning board’s 
agenda for Aug. 20 after being 
indefinitely postponed in 
June. 

Hurdles for 
rural living 
in Sarasota 
County?
Citizen-led movement to 
protect property expects 
bad news at hearing

See HURDLES,  A3

By Andrew Meacham
Sarasota Herald-Tribune

Starting this week, gov-
ernment workers might be 
knocking on doors in your 
neighborhood. They will be 
wearing badges certifying 
their assignments from the 
U.S. Census Bureau, the fed-
eral government’s primary 
way of counting its residents.

The government conducts 
the census count the first 
year of every decade and uses
the data to estimate the need 
for roads, schools, health care 
and countless community 
programs. It even deter-
mines the number of Congress 

Manatee 
wants you to 
respond to 
the census
Deadline for 
census responses 
is Sept. 30, a month 
earlier than expected

See CENSUS,  A4

Ringling grad Greg Marra, whose works include a statue of Navy SEAL hero Chris Kyle and a Holocaust/WWII memorial, may be the only 
sculptor in America who’s created a Confederate statue in the last fi ve years. [HERALD-TRIBUNE STAFF PHOTO / THOMAS BENDER]
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But there’s potentially bad 
news ahead for homeowners 
who feel their lifestyle and 
property values are threat-
ened by nearby development. 

Last September, county 
commissioners voted 3-2 to 
support further consideration 
of the proposal by requiring a 
staff analysis — an analysis 
that is generally supportive 
of the plan but recommends 
that it be denied. 

“When you read everything 
they say, it sounds like they’re 
on board with it,” said Becky 
Ayech, a longtime resident 
and president of the Miakka 
Community Club, the orga-
nization that submitted the 
proposal. 

“I am shocked; I thought 
they’d say yes,” Ayech said. 

The recommended denial 
comes down to two points: 

First, there are two pro-
posals on the table for 6,000 
acres of pasture land between 
Old Miakka and the ever-
expanding Lakewood Ranch. 

The first “comp plan” 
amendment, submitted by the 
development firm NeuMorris 
LLC, would allow higher 
housing density on their par-
cels. The second proposal, 
submitted by homeowners in 
nearby Old Miakka, is asking 
commissioners to consider 
decreasing the density to 
preserve a “rural heritage” 
designation.

But the property at the 
center of NueMorris’ amend-
ment has been sold — and the 
firm’s “comp plan” amend-
ment is on hold indefinitely. 
Without the developer’s 
amendment, the county 
believes that the citizen-led 
initiative would “probably 
have not been filed,” accord-
ing to a staff analysis. 

Not so, said Ayech. 
“This is immaterial,” said 

Ayech. “When people talk 
about why we did this, it really 
was so that we could codify 
neighborhood plans so that 
we wouldn’t have to go down 

and fight over zoning every 
time there’s a new proposal.”

Ayech and other home-
owners in nearby Old Miakka 
are asking commissioners 
to reverse a “hamlet'' des-
ignation under the county’s 
Sarasota 2050 land-use 
agreement — which allows for 
one home per acre after green 
space has been set aside. 

Residents of Old Miakka 
want to set the area’s maxi-
mum residential density at 
one home per five acres and 
disallow businesses except 
for agricultural ones, like bee-
keeping or plant nurseries. 

The main argument pre-
sented by Ayech and other 
homeowners is that the 
“hamlet” form of develop-
ment does not blend in with 
the Miakka Community 
Club area. The preference 
expressed by many of those 
residents is for the area to 
remain country in feel with-
out any additional residential 
density being added. 

While the county agrees 
that the citizen-led amend-
ment is generally consistent 
with the primary tenets of 
Sarasota 2050, it does not 
fully meet the intention of 
preserving large tracts of 
green space by clustering 
a variety of housing styles 
around a town center. 

In contrast, the county 
agrees that 2,400 homes on 
the properties that comprise 
some 6,000 acres of pasture 

land near Fruitville Road in 
northeastern Sarasota County 
may lead to urban sprawl. 
The analysis also agrees that 
greater density and more 
development east of Interstate 
75 would increase traffic, and 
necessary utility expansions 
would require financial assis-
tance from county taxpayers. 

Why the denial? 

The change proposed by the 
homeowners in Old Miakka 
asks the county to reverse the 
hamlet designation and travel 
back in time to before Sarasota 
2050 was adopted, preserving 
that 6,000 expanse as part of 
a “rural heritage” area that 
also includes Old Miakka. 

The county argues that the 
“hamlet” designation pro-
vides the ability to master plan 
large land areas for wildlife 
and environmental corridors. 
The current land designation 
has an obligation to protect 
60% of the lands for green 
space, which could be pro-
tected and managed through 
a conservation easement and 
land use management plan. 

It is notable that Sarasota 
County has gradually chipped 
away at allowances for these 
protected areas — including 
allowing developers to count 
lakes constructed for drain-
age purposes as open spaces, 
leading to less land set aside 
for conservation. 

I n  2 0 1 4 ,  t h e  c o u n t y 

u n a n i m o u s l y  a g r e e d  t o 
approve a developer’s plan to 
build a 400-home commu-
nity off Fruitville Road, seven 
miles east of I-75. The high-
end Lakepark Estates, with 
agricultural operations bor-
dering the site on two sides, 
was permitted to count nearly 
600 acres of drainage ponds 
as a wildlife green space. 

In emails to county staff 
included in information for 
the Aug. 20 hearing, several 
residents called that deci-
sion a “contradiction” that 
“ignored” or “overlooked” 
the county’s own rules. 

Residents also felt that the 
county would continue to 
approve development proj-
ects that green-light the 
maximum allowable density 
of 400 homes — stripping 
east Sarasota County of its 
country feel. 

O l d  M i a k k a  r e s i d e n t s 
also argue that suburban 
“hamlet” developments simi-
lar to Lakepark Estates don’t 
support the rural nature of 
eastern Fruitville Road.

“Eliminating the hamlet 
subdivisions will ensure that 
eastern Fruitville Road will 
remain the rural paradise 
that we were promised,” 
Alan Woodle, an east county 
resident, told planning com-
missioners in an email on May 
30. 

T h e  O l d  M i a k k a 
Community Club argues that 
“less is more” when it comes 
to preserving environmen-
tal systems — particularly 
because the land in question 
falls within the Myakka River 
and southern coastal water-
sheds. The less intrusion into 
these important watersheds, 
they argue, the better off they 
will be.

The county’s public utilities 
and environmental protec-
tion division indicated that 
they have no objections to 
the changes proposed by the 
Miakka Community Club. 
The county’s analysis also 
admits that it isn’t clear what 
effect, if any, the proposed 
change would have on the 
ability to protect wildlife and 
environmental corridors. 

‘Generally consistent’

In NueMorris’ application 
— which asks the county for 
a density increase — the firm 
acknowledges the lands are 
not developable under the 
current designation with-
out the financial assistance 
afforded through a utility 
extension agreement with 
the county. 

According to the staff’s 
analysis, the need for a util-
ity extension agreement 
raises questions about one 
of the main tenets of Sarasota 
2050 — that development be 
fiscally neutral to the county 
and its residents. 

More homes in the farthest 
eastern and northern reaches 
of the county would put an 
undue burden on Sarasota’s 
already beleaguered waste-
water system, Old Miakka 
residents say. The proposed 
change to Sarasota’s growth 
plan would eliminate the 
county’s responsibility and 
associated costs to provide 
drinking water since each 
home will provide its own 
water by individual wells. 

The new date

Both the citizen and the 
d e v e l o p e r - l e d  p r o p o s a l 
were set to go before the 
Planning Commission on 
June 18 but were indefinitely 
postponed. 

The planning board is 
expected to review the citi-
zen-led initiative on Aug. 20 
and give recommendations 
to county commissioners. 
The board is expected to 
hold two public hearings on 
the amendment. 

One is tentatively sched-
uled for Sept. 23, and the 
adoption public hearing may 
be set for Dec. 9.

While Ayech expressed 
some reservations about the 
county’s analysis, she said 
she was pleased to finally 
move forward. 

“I’m happy we’re finally 
having our opportunity to 
put forth the reasons why 
we want this designation,” 
Ayech said. 

HURDLES
From Page A1

The intersection of Fruitville and Verna Roads looking northwest. 
More than 3,000 acres of agricultural land is the proposed site of 
a 2,662-home development with commercial space and full utility 
service. [HERALD-TRIBUNE ARCHIVE PHOTO / DAN WAGNER]


