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Are Lee schools ‘properly staffed’?

Views of teachers union,
district officials differ

Mickenzie Hannon
Fort Myers News-Press
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

The Lee County school district says
every classroom had a certified teacher
on the first day of school, Aug. 11. The
teachers union says teachers’ experi-

ences tell a different story.

In a Thursday, Aug. 14 statement, the
Teachers Association of Lee County,
TALC, alleged a “serious discrepancy”
between the district’s public assurances
and what teachers actually experi-
enced. The union said reports from edu-
cators pointed to staff teaching classes
without the appropriate certification for
the subject or grade level, combined
classrooms, loss of planning periods
and overcrowding.

“These findings are not isolated inci-
dents - they represent a systemic prob-
lem that impacts both students and
educators,” TALC President Kevin Daly
said. “We cannot accept a narrative that
all classes are properly staffed when our
members are telling us otherwise. This
is not about politics; it’s about truth and
the quality of education for our stu-
dents.”

District spokesperson Rob Spicker
disputed the union’s claims. “The

School District of Lee County is in com-
pliance with the requirements of teach-
er certification through the Florida De-
partment of Education and is providing
a certified teacher in every classroom,”
he wrote in an email.

Spicker noted the district had re-
duced instructional vacancies from 575
in April to just 37 as of Aug. 14, “less than
1% of our teacher workforce, and an 81%

See SCHOOLS, Page 4A

This mosquito season
is one for the books

The Lee County Mosquito Control District sprays for mosquitoes over a wetland near the Clinic for the
Rehabilitation of Wildlife on Aug. 12. Heavy rains over the weekend that left some area with standing water
provided a perfect breeding ground for mosquitoes. ANDREW WEST/USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

Dengue fever, other diseases reported in parts of FL

Chad Gillis

Fort Myers News-Press | USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

Some say it’s the worst mosquito season in a decade.
Others say it’s the worst mosquito season in modern

history.

Ravenous saltwater species are flanking the South-

epic levels this time of year as well, and some of those

humans.

species carry diseases that are transmittable to

“We haven't seen saltmarsh mosquitoes this bad
since 2017, said Keira Lucas, deputy executive director

of the Collier Mosquito Control District. “We're fully

west coast of Florida, at times flying 40 miles inland to

find their blood meals; and freshwater varieties are at

into the freshwater mosquito season (too) and we're

See MOSQUITOES, Page 4A
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Alligator
Alcatraz
lawsuit
moved

Claims to be decided in
Middle District of FL

Jim Saunders
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

TALLAHASSEE - Pointing to “pru-
dence,” a federal judge on Aug. 18 ruled
that a battle about legal representation
for people at an immigrant-detention
center in the Everglades should move
to a different court while also declaring
part of the lawsuit moot.

U.S. District Judge Rodolfo Ruiz is-
sued a 47-page order that resolved
some issues in the high-profile lawsuit
alleging First Amendment violations
at the detention center dubbed “Alliga-
tor Alcatraz.” Detainees and their at-
torneys contend, in part, they have
been prevented from having proper
confidential communications to dis-
cuss cases.

See ALCATRAZ, Page 4A

Attendees line the street outside
Alligator Alcatraz in Ochopee, some
holding signs, during a vigil on

Aug. 10. MICKENZIE HANNON/USA TODAY
NETWORK — FLORIDA
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We can’t wait to revisit Next Door in Cape Coral during the Sizzle Dining event. ROBYN GEORGE PHOTOS/FORT MYERS NEWS-PRESS

Robyn George
Fort Myers News-Press
USA TODAY NETWORK — FLORIDA

My mouth is already watering.

Sizzle Dining is coming for 28 days of
delightfully delicious food deals, and I
can’t wait.

The Sept. 3-30 event features a record
127 restaurants throughout Lee and Col-
lier counties.

“People come out for Sizzle,” Jessica
Shoemaker, a chef at Next Door and
Gather in Cape Coral, said. “It increases
foot traffic and business. We’'ve been do-
ing it for years.”

September is a notoriously slow
month on the Southwest Florida dining
scene and Sizzle helps buffer that.

Local restaurants create prix-fixe
lunch and dinner menus showcasing a
variety of palate-pleasing items. Two-,
three-, and four-course menus are avail-
able for discounted prices of $19, $209,
$39, $49 and, in a few instances, $59, de-
pending on the venue.

It’s a win-win for diners and restau-
rants alike.

“This event really does so much for so
many,” Guy Clarke, the event’s co-foun-
der, said. “It helps restaurants by getting
people into its seats during a slow dining
month. It helps restaurant employees get
more hours. It helps local food vendors
sell more. And on and on. The trickle
down is so wide and deep.”

And there’s more goodness.

For each meal purchased during Siz-
zle, $1is donated to Blessings in a Back-
pack, a local nonprofit that provides ele-
mentary students with food and nourish-
ment during the school year.

“Last year we raised over $60,000,”
Clarke said. “It just gives me goosebumps
knowing how much this event helps
kids.”

Clarke is looking to raise even more
this year.

“Our goal is 80,000 dinners sold,” he
said. “We’re working really hard to get
butts in seats to reach that goal.”

And that’s where you come in.

Chef Jessica Shoemaker of Next Door
and Gather makes some of our favorite
desserts around.

Go to SizzleDining.org, browse the
menus (which may take a bit with 127 of
them), pick your restaurants, make reser-
vations if applicable and enjoy.

It’s just that easy.

Meals are priced less than they usually
are, but that’s the only difference.

“We work with the restaurants to
make sure menus, portions, everything is
the same as it always is, except for the
price,” Clarke said.

“Other than the discounted price,
nothing is different,” said Ralph Centa-
lonza, whose Sage on 47th in Cape Coral
is participating for the first time. “All of
our items (on the Sizzle menu) are the
same best-selling ones right down the
line.”

The hardest part is deciding where to
go.

“Everyone goes to the biggest, most
well-known restaurants in the first
week,” Clarke said.

Heavy hitters include Ruth’s Chris in
Estero, The Melting Pot and Bellini’s in
Fort Myers, JWB Grill on Fort Myers
Beach and a host of Bonita Springs’ res-
taurants from Angelina’s to Tarpon Bay
at The Hyatt Regency.

You can (and we do) take the opposite
approach and hit the smaller venues first
and bigger names later in the event. But
even then, do you pick tried-and-true fa-
vorites or branch out to new venues?

Bellini’s in Fort Myers is one of the
restaurants participating in Sizzle Dining
in September.

There are beachfront, bayfront and
poolside options. Downtown dining is
also a good choice. And, yep, there are
downtown waterfront restaurants too.

The options are plentiful and the
course combinations are endless. Even if
you ate lunch and dinner every day of
Sizzle, you’d hit just 44 percent of partici-
pating restaurants.

What’s a diner to do?

At this point, all I can do is offer a few
suggestions. Here are six spots I'll be
headed to during Sizzle Dining Week.

San Matteo

This Italian restaurant and bar at the
University Village Shops near Florida
Gulf Coast University is a gem, as is its
owner/chef/all-around good guy Giu-
seppe Manco. We've been slowly eating
our way through the menu and we'’re
happy to see two of our favorites —
paccheri alla Genovese (slow-cooked veal
and onion braised ragu) and the award-
winning San Matteo burger — on the $39
Sizzle menu (there’s a $29 one as well).
Now we just have to choose one of those
or try the linguine alla Vongole or egg-
plant parmesan. Decisions, decisions of
the best kind. 19810 Village Center Drive,
Suite 145 A, Fort Myers; (239) 234-2536;
reservations through OpenTable; follow
on Instagram
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Chef Matt Geiger is ready to welcome
guests to Savour Restaurant, his newest
venture in Fort Myers.

Sage on 47th

I swung by this South Cape wonder to
get a jump on its $49 Sizzle menu, and
I'm oh so glad I did. The braised Berkshire
pork cheeks served over polenta with a
red wine veal gravy (you’ll want to get ev-
ery last drop of it) is one of the best meals
I've had recently. While Centalonza’s Siz-
zle menu is a four-courser, I had just the
third course this time around. Be pre-
pared to be full. Happily, delightfully full.
1015 SE 47th Terrace, Cape Coral; (239)
542-0200; reservations can be made
through sageon47th.com; follow on Face-
book

Savour

This one falls under my dying-to-try
category. I've been a Matt Geiger fan
since inhaling a banh mi at his Savour
Coffee shop in south Fort Myers. He took
over Azure, the popular fine-dining
French-flavored restaurant, in March and
has made it his own. He did the same
with his three-course, three-price-point
Sizzle menu — $39 for beef risotto, $49
for coq au vin blanc, and $59 for five-
spice short ribs. “Since this is a new res-
taurant, I want to do everything I can to
showcase it,” Geiger said. His five-option
first course — from French onion soup to
crispy yellowtail — will go a long way in

9 CORAL, FORT MYERS. DON'T MISS OUT

accomplishing that, too. We can’t wait to
try it. 15301 McGregor Blvd., Suite 1, Fort
Myers; (239) 288-4296; go to savourres-
taurant.com for reservations; follow on
Facebook

Next Door

Just $39 for a three-course meal at
this Cape Coral waterfront beauty? Count
us in again and again. Chef John Hill and
Shoemaker do wonders here, from the
beginning amuse bouche to the final bite
of decadent dessert. Its Sizzle menu is a
blend of customer and chef favorites.
“We try to do things we know people
like,” Shoemaker said. “Things that sell
well. But we balance it with stuff we love
so they can try new and unique things.”
Their second of three-course options in-
cludes Hoffman’s carbonara, agnolotti,
swordfish, chicken parm and (for $10
more) prime NY. strip. Like I said, count
us in. 5971 Silver King Blvd, Unit 114, Cape
Coral; (239) 984-2453; reservations
through OpenTable; follow on Instagram

Bonita Springs

Because I live in Cape Coral, I admit I
don’t eat in this area nearly enough. Siz-
zle is about to change that with Angeli-
na’s, Aqua and Chops City Grill. Naples
Coastal Kitchen, A Table Apart, and En-
zo’s are also there. We're delighted to see
Roy’s is back on the Sizzle scene. And we
can't forget about C Level, Backwater
Jack’s, Olde Florida Chop House, Pinch-
ers, Tarpon Bay and the original La Fon-
tanella. I'd better gas up the car.

But then again, I've been wanting to go
to Blanc and Bellini’s. And I do love Fresh
Catch Inland (and Bistro!) and Artisan
Eatery. And sitting along the waterfront
rail with a cold beverage at Phuzzy’s. And
I haven't been to Firestone or Izzy’s in
ages ...

I could go on and on about 100 more
times. See you during Sizzle.

Robyn George is a food and dining re-
porter for The News-Press. Connect at
rhgeorge@fortmyer.gannett.com
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