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TALLAHASSEE – After earlier down-
playing the idea, Gov. Ron DeSantis now
has endorsed a House proposal to cut
$200 million in education money from a
dozen Florida counties that defied him
by issuing mask requirements last year
for students and school staff.

DeSantis’ support emerged shortly

before the House moved ahead Tuesday
with preliminary approval to the school
reduction as part of its $105.3 billion
state budget for next year. The Repub-
lican governor tweeted his backing of
the reduction, calling it aimed at “union-
controlled politicians and bureaucrats.”

It would hit big counties hardest —

including Miami-Dade, Broward and
Palm Beach — but also slash dollars to
smaller counties including Leon, Ala-
chua and Volusia, which mandated
masks during last year’s spike in the
COVID-19 pandemic.

DeSantis supports $200M cut
Gov. sides with House to
penalize school districts
that required masks

John Kennedy
Capital Bureau | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA See DESANTIS, Page 6A

KYIV, Ukraine – Ukrainians defied
pressure from Moscow with a national
show of flag-waving unity Wednesday,
while the West warned that it saw no
sign of a promised pullback of Russian
troops from Ukraine’s borders despite
Kremlin declarations of a withdrawal.

While a feared Russian invasion of
Ukraine on Wednesday did not materi-
alize, the United States and its allies
say the threat remains strong, with
Europe’s security and economic sta-
bility in the balance.

Russian President Vladimir Putin
signaled he wants a peaceful path out
of the crisis. U.S. President Joe Biden
promised that the U.S. would continue
to give diplomacy “every chance,” but
he struck a skeptical tone about Mos-
cow’s intentions. Biden also insisted
that Washington and its allies would
not “sacrifice basic principles” re-
specting Ukraine sovereignty.

Russia has massed about 150,000
troops east, north and south of Uk-
raine. Moscow denies it has plans to
invade and announced a pullback of
some forces and weapons, though it
gave few details. Although Putin has
not committed to a full withdrawal, the
Russian statements also seemed to
lower the political temperature after
weeks of escalating tensions.

Russian Defense Ministry video
showed a trainload of armored vehi-
cles moving across a bridge away from
Crimea, the Black Sea peninsula that
Russia annexed from Ukraine in 2014.
It also announced that more tank units
of the Western Military District were
being loaded on trains to move back to
their permanent bases after training
exercises.

Ukraine shows
unity as West
sees no sign of
Russian pullback
Vladimir Isachenkov, Yuras
Karmanau and Lorne Cook 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

See UKRAINE, Page 6A

C
onservationists hope to turn a grassy area next to the popular Celery Fields in north

Sarasota County back into a “wild” space. h The idea for the 33 acres on the west-

ern edge of the 400-acre Celery Fields is to create a forest that would attract birds

next door to a site that’s already a bird haven, to make it even more wildlife friendly.

h “Right now, they’re just fields of grass in these three parcels. It’s like a lawn, essentially,”

said Sam Valentin, a spokeswoman for the Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast. h Peo-

ple can get a first look at the concept plan for the “Re-Wilding of the Quad Parcels” at a Sat-

urday open house hosted by the Conservation Foundation and the Sarasota Audubon Society.

This rendering shows a proposed bench overlook in the southeast section of the Quad Parcels, a 33-acre
tract that is being converted from grassland to native habitat as a way to protect the Celery Fields. The
Sarasota Audubon Society and Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast are hosting an open house
Saturday to showcase the concept plan. RENDERING PROVIDED BY THE CONSERVATION FOUNDATION OF THE GULF COAST

‘RE-WILDING’
Plan to change Quad Parcels into wildlife habitat on display Saturday

Earle Kimel Sarasota Herald-Tribune | USA TODAY NETWORK

See HABITAT, Page 8A
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The Quad Parcels, so named because
they straddle the intersections of Palm-
er and Apex roads, are just east of In-
terstate 75 off Fruitville Road, east of
downtown Sarasota.

The northwest parcel already con-
tains Sarasota County’s Apex Road fire
station.

The foundation and Sarasota Audu-
bon hope that transplanted native
plants and trees will provide a haven for
a variety of wildlife.

“We’re going to create a woodland
area to attract different woodland birds
and songbirds and a host of other wild-
life that are attracted to woodlands,”
Valentin said. “We’re going to bring in
additional water that will not only filter
the water before it goes into Philippi
Creek and the bay but also will provide
additional habitat for water birds.

“We’re going to work on creating
more of a littoral zone in the existing
pond that’s there, so it’s more of a shelf
and less of a drop off, which will also
help wading birds.”

The open house is scheduled for 9
a.m. to 3 p.m., Saturday at the Audubon
Nature Center, 999 Center Road, Sara-
sota. 

“It’s the public’s chance to come have
their questions answered and see our
concept designs first hand,” Valentin
said.

The project management team in-
cludes site plan engineering firm Kim-
ley-Horn, construction manager Willis
Smith Construction and Steve Suau of
Progressive Water Resources as the
owner’s representative.

The parcels are still owned by Sara-
sota County – a conservation easement
was placed on the three parcels by the
County Commission in 2019 and formal-
ized in 2020 – and Suau was instrumen-
tal in creation of the Celery Fields when
he worked for Sarasota County.

The concept plans, which have been
developed in the last year-and-a-half,
are about 60% complete, Valentin not-
ed. That’s enough to give the public a
look-see but not enough to nail down
construction costs of what will ulti-
mately be a multi-million-dollar project.

Both the foundation and Sarasota
Audubon are working on fundraising ef-
forts, and so far have received contribu-
tions from the Charles and Margery Ba-

rancik Foundation and the Gulf Coast
Community Foundation.

The Sarasota Audubon Society will
manage the properties. For more infor-
mation on contributing to the fundrais-
ing efforts, visit https://www.conserva-
tionfoundation.com/quads or https://

www.sarasotaaudubon.org/donate.

Ensuring environmental
continuity 

Many of the environmental practices
that will be used as part of the re-wild-

ing process dovetail with those outlined
in the Community Playbook for Healthy
Waterways – which Suau helped write –
that the Gulf Coast Community Founda-
tion released in January 2021.

Passive recreation opportunities
planned include hiking trails, shaded
picnic areas, ADA-compliant walkways,
bird observation platforms and blinds
and a children’s discovery area.

Once the plan progresses, past 80%
completion, the specific nature of those
amenities – such as whether there will
be bird blinds or just observation decks
– will be defined, along with the cost.

Ultimately the concept plan must be
approved by Sarasota County.

The phased-in construction timeta-
ble will be established after that, with
the issue of permits influencing it as
well.

Kimley-Horn is currently involved in
a similar process, as part of the im-
provement of the 80-acre Warm Mineral
Springs Park in North Port.

Parking is currently planned for the
southwest parcel, which will also in-
clude a solar pavilion and restrooms and
a native vine tunnel. It will be connected
to the other two parcels via crosswalks
at both Apex and Palmer roads.

The southeast parcel includes a
stream, the mix of native trees and prai-
rie land and access via a gravel path.

The northeast parcel, which centers
around an existing lake includes an os-
prey nest, expanded littoral zone and
access via a concrete sidewalk.

Bench overlooks are planned in both
of those areas.

Valentin stressed that the wildlife
habitat offered in the Quad Parcels are
meant to supplement the Celery Fields.

“There you have a lot of wetlands –
there’s not really a forested area,” she
said “So this woodland area is going to
be additional habitat that’s not already
found at the Celery Fields that will at-
tract an even greater diversity of birds.”

A main purpose of the Quad Parcel
project is to help shield the Celery Fields
from the industrial and commercial de-
velopment currently occurring to the
west.

“At the same time it’s going to create
new wildlife habitat and there will be
opportunities for passive recreation for
the community to enjoy,” Valentin said.
“So while the focus of it is that addition-
al diverse habitat, it’s going to be a place
for community enjoyment as well – just
like the celery fields is a place that has
become a real community treasure.”

This rendering shows the parking area, and restroom/solar pavilion facility in the
southwest section of the Quad Parcels, a 33-acre tract of land that is being
converted from grassland to native habitat, as a way to protect the Celery Fields.
The Sarasota Audubon Society and Conservation Foundation of the Gulf Coast
are hosting an open house Saturday, to showcase the concept plan.
RENDERINGS PROVIDED BY THE CONSERVATION FOUNDATION OF THE GULF COAST

This rendering shows a walkway near native plants and wildflowers meant to
attract birds and pollinators in the southeast section of the Quad Parcels.

Habitat
Continued from Page 1A


