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Lee Health hospitalizations for COVID-19 soared to
557 patients Monday, an 11.8% jump from Friday with
no sign the largest hospital system in Southwest Flori-
da is seeing a slowdown in cases.

The publicly operated system in Lee County on Fri-
day had 498 patients hospitalized with the virus.

Since Friday, 228 new patients were admitted while
156 were discharged.

The system is operating at 90% of staffed and oper-
ational beds, which is down slightly from 91% from
Friday.

According to the hospital data, there were 90 pa-
tients in intensive care units on Monday and 52 pa-
tients on ventilators.

In Collier, the NCH Healthcare System, the coun-
ty’s dominant system, had 188 COVID-19 patients
Monday, an increase from 170 on Friday. Of that total,
87% were unvaccinated, or 164 patients.

Forty-six patients are in intensive care units and 28
are on ventilators. They range in age from 15 to 98;
there are three pediatric patients in NCH’s care.

Local COVID
hospitalization
rates continue
to escalate

See COVID, Page 6A

Lee Health sees 11.8% jump since
Friday; 90 patients are in ICUs

Liz Freeman Fort Myers News-Press

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Are our wetlands in danger?
A former high-ranking Florida Department of En-

vironmental Protection official says more wetlands
are being targeted for development now than just
nine months ago, when the federal government had

oversight of what’s know as Section 404 of the Clean
Water Act. 

And that has environmentalists worried the Sun-
shine State will lose more of its ecologically precious
wetlands. 

Jeff Littlejohn, who was deputy secretary and re-
tired from the agency in 2014, says DEP was trying
even then to take over a portion of the wetland
dredge and fill process from the U.S. Army Corps of 

Ex-DEP official: Wetlands
targeted for development

A little green heron rests on a tree branch in a wetland system. Florida took authority over Section 404 of
the Clean Water Act earlier this year, and wetland destruction permits have gone up, at least anecdotally.
ANDREW WEST/THE NEWS-PRESS

State now has oversight 
Chad Gillis Fort Myers News-Press

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See WETLANDS, Page 10A

Leon Oliwkowicz and Cristina Beatriz Elvira lived
in Unit 704 of the Champlain Towers South.

In the days after the early-morning June 24 col-
lapse of the beachfront condominium, with more
than 150 people missing, they were among the first to
be identified.

He was 80. She was 74.
News of their deaths hit home far beyond their

family – four children and 11 grandchildren – and the
South Florida community, extending from South
America to the north side of Chicago.

Couple came to South Florida from Venezuela

They were Venezuela natives who recently came
to America, joining children they had already sent 

SURFSIDE THOSE WE LOST

Cristina Beatriz Elvira, Leon Oliwkowicz
sent their children to US before following
Mark Woods Florida Times-Union

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See SURFSIDE, Page 5A

Leon Oliwkowicz and Cristina Beatriz Elvira (aka
Cristina Oliwkowicz) lived in Unit 704 of the
Champlain Towers South. Their bodies were
identified days after the Surfside building
collapsed on June 24. ANDREW WEST/THE NEWS-PRESS

Thousands of Afghans rushed onto the tarmac of
Kabul’s international airport Monday, some so des-
perate to escape the Taliban capture of their country
that they held on to an American military jet as it took
off and plunged to their deaths in chaos that killed at
least seven people, U.S. officials said. The crowds
rushing the airport came as the Taliban enforced their
rule over the wider capital after a lightning advance. 

Afghans climb atop a plane Monday as they mob the
airport in Kabul to flee the expected hard-line rule
after the Taliban takeover.
WAKIL KOHSAR/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES

Thousands desperate
to escape Afghanistan

Story, Page 8A
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Obituaries
Aguilar, Jr., Valentin 47 Bonita Springs 15-Aug Shikany’s Bonita Funeral Home and Crematory
De Leon, Maria  91 Lehigh Acres 13-Aug Cremation-With-Care
Freeman, Maureen Theresa 73 Fort Myers 14-Aug Gendron Funeral & Cremation Services Inc.
Less, Lorraine A.  87 Fort Myers 12-Aug Cremation-With-Care
Menendez Hernandez, Evidio 79 Lehigh Acres 13-Aug Gendron Funeral & cremation Services Inc.
Paulus Jr., Carl  86 Orlando 15-Aug Cremation-With-Care

Gendron Funeral & Cremation Services Inc.
Thrun, Marjorie C. 89 Estero 14-Aug Shikany’s Bonita Funeral Home and Crematory
Toubman, Jerry Lou  74  Deltona 14-Aug Cremation-With-Care
Williams, Simone Natanya 45 Lehigh Acres 13-Aug Gendron Funeral & Cremation Services Inc.

* Additional information in display obituaries
Obituaries appear in print and online at www.legacy.com/obituaries/News-Press

TODAY’S OBITUARIES AND DEATH NOTICES
Name Age Town, State Death Date Arrangements

Engineers. 
“I’m hearing anecdotally that appli-

cations are way up, and I think that’s in-
creased development and Florida’s
macro economic issues,” Littlejohn said.
“(This will) speed up the projects be-
cause those project need permits. And
with a project where the state is in the
lead role, they would benefit from hav-
ing one-stop permitting.” 

But the agencies don’t make it easy to
compare former Army Corps approvals
with what the state has taken up so far
this year. 

It’s difficult to compare apples to ap-
ples with the transfer of permitting au-
thority because the Army Corps still has
authority over developments that
would directly impact what are known
as Waters of the United States, basically
all navigable waterways. 

Environmental groups, though, are
worried the state can’t protect some of
the Florida’s most fragile lands as, anec-
dotally at least, the number of wetland
destruction permits has increased since
the state took over that authority. 

“Looking at these permit numbers,
they appear to pose a significant chal-
lenge to any wetland regulatory pro-
gram because of the sheer volume,” said
Brad Cornell, with Audubon Florida and
Audubon of the Western Everglades.
“Knowing the state has not allocated
any more staffing or funding resources
for doubling its wetland regulatory work
by taking over the (wetland permitting)
program creates serious concern
whether all these permits will receive
adequate reviews consistent with the
Clean Water Act and Endangered Spe-
cies Act.” 

Calusa Waterkeeper John Cassani
said he worries there will be more net
loss of wetlands in Southwest Florida,
which is one of the hot spots for applica-
tions, according to DEP records. The
spirit of the Clean Water Act says there
should be no net loss of wetlands, so the
permitting program was created to al-
low that with mitigation. 

“I’m also wondering about the miti-

gation required for those permits is-
sued,” Cassani said. “The ‘no net loss of
wetlands’ seems to be an artificial con-
struct that is not related to wetland
function as much as it should be. Con-
sidering the rate of increase in water
quality impairment, there couldn’t be a
worse time to lose wetlands, their func-
tion and value for cleaning water.”

But DEP spokeswoman Alexandra
Kuchta said the agency hired 17 permit
reviewers to help the state take over
wetland permitting. 

Through Aug. 5, 1,643 permits were
on file with the Florida Department of
Environmental Protection, or DEP, the
state agency charged with protecting
Florida’s water quality. That’s up more
than 100 from June 24, when 1,515 were
being considered by DEP. 

By comparison, the Army Corps re-
ceived around 3,000 permits in 2019
and 2020, respectively. But, those num-
bers include permits that the Army
Corps retains authority over. 

So, to see how many would have
qualified for review under the new sys-
tem, the Army Corps would need to re-
view all 3,000 of those applications,
said Nakeir Nobles, spokeswoman for
the Army Corps. 

But we do know that nearly 1,000 ap-
plications have been submitted since
DEP took over the program in January. 

Twenty-three were denied and 589
applications have been withdrawn
through Aug. 5, according to DEP rec-
ords. 

More than one-third (591) were
transferred to DEP when it took over the
program from the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, according to DEP. Of those,
380 fell within state’s new jurisdiction,
but the other 211 were sent back to the
Army Corps because the state doesn’t
have authority over wetlands that are
part of what’s known as the Waters of
the United States. 

Meredith Budd with the Florida
Wildlife Federation said she’s con-
cerned about the sheer volume of per-
mits and wondered if the state can ade-
quately review dredge and fill develop-
ments that can negatively impact water
quality and endangered species habitat. 

“I think what is most concerning is
that of the nearly 600 applications that
were with the Army Corps, only 380 fell
within the state’s definition of a wet-
land,” Budd said. “That is a lot of wet-
land impacts that won’t even be consid-
ered by the state.”

Kuchta said the volume of permits
was due to the switch and that some de-
velopers were holding off on applica-
tions in the months prior to the state
taking authority over Section 404. 

“It is important to provide some con-
text with these numbers,” Kuchta said
in an email. “First, as far back as a year
before the state assumed the federal
404 permitting program, private indus-
try was being advised to hold or with-
draw their applications until the pro-
gram was transferred as the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers would not complete
processing in time and the applicant
would have to start over. As a result,
there is an inflated buildup of pending
permits that would have likely already
been in progress during 2020.” 

It wasn’t clear who Kuchta was refer-
ring to when she said the development
industry was told to hold off on permits,
but the Army Corps says the federal
agency would never discourage anyone
from applying for a timely permit. 

“The Corps did not encourage the
public to ‘hold’ their applications until
the State assumed a portion of Section
404 of the Clean Water Act,” Nobles
said. “We always encourage timely per-
mit applications and (the Army Corps)
is neither a proponent nor opponent of
any proposed project. We work to en-
sure we provide the regulated public

with fair and reasonable decisions while
providing protection of the nation’s
aquatic resources.”

The state may now have authority
over some wetlands, but any impact
that’s part of a navigable waterway is
still under the authority of the Army
Corps. The wetlands the state has au-
thority over are inland, often smaller
wetlands that make up a much larger
ecosystem. 

DEP determined that permits were
not needed in 125 situations through
Aug. 5. That rate extended through the
rest of the year would have DEP finding
no permits were needed in more than
200 situations. 

That’s just more than half of similar
findings by the Army Corps in a calen-
dar year. 

The Corps determined 328 applica-
tions did not require a permit in 2019,
and that number increased to 397 in
2020, according to Nobles. In calendar
year 2020, there was a slight increase to
397 “no permit required” determina-
tions finalized.

But Kutcha said it’s not a fair compar-
ison because the number of permits
Florida would have had authority over in
past years is unknown.

“Additionally, I’ve previously ex-
plained how the U.S. Army Corps of En-
gineers transferred 591 projects to DEP,
while only 380 actually fell under the
purview of the State 404 Program,”
Kuchta said. 

“Upon receipt of the transferred ap-
plications, DEP staff immediately real-
ized that 211 of the applications (did not
quality for state authority), and those
211 applications were transferred back
to the Corps.” 

Phil Flood, with the South Florida
Water Management District, said he
was unsure how the change in permit-
ting authority will impact his agency. 

“I don’t know that we’ve seen effi-
ciencies or that we’ll see that or not. DEP
just took it over, so we’ll see,” Flood said. 

Littlejohn said the Army Corps will
still be involved in permit reviewing and
consultations regarding some wetland
projects. 

“The Corps is still going to be in-
volved,” Littlejohn said. “It’s not like this
was bad blood.” 

Wetlands
Continued from Page 1A

“Considering the rate of increase in water quality

impairment, there couldn’t be a worse time to lose

wetlands, their function and value for cleaning water.”
John Cassani Calusa Waterkeeper

Rebekah Sanderlin has never been to
Afghanistan, and yet she says the war-
torn nation of 39 million has “permeated
every single part of our lives” for the past
two decades.

As the wife of an Army veteran who
was deployed to Afghanistan up to sev-
en times, the last one less than two years
ago, Sanderlin developed an affinity for
the Afghans based on her husband’s ex-
perience with them and her own re-
search.

She uses terms like “terrifying’” and
“heartbreaking” when pondering their
fate now that the ruthless Taliban has
taken over the country in stunningly fast
fashion, toppling the government of
President Ashraf Ghani, prompting him
to flee and forcing the U.S. to rush out its
personnel.

After more than 2,300 Americans
were killed and 20,000 wounded in a
20-year war that cost the U.S. an esti-
mated $2.26 trillion, Sanderlin said,
many military families are wondering if
their blood and sweat – in addition to the
months of separation and the missed
special occasions – were all for naught.

“There are a lot of veterans who are
grappling with: ‘Was it worth it? Were all
of our sacrifices wasted?’ ” Sanderlin
said. She added that many are conflicted
about the Biden administration’s deci-
sion to pull out the U.S. troops, which
opened the door for the Taliban.

“There’s a very defined, clear, loud

group that feels like, as much as we hate
what’s happening, it was time for the
war to end. At the same time, there’s an-
other very clear, outspoken group that
says we’re betraying the Afghans, and
we’re walking away from an opportunity
to have done something really good.”

Sanderlin, a mother of three whose
husband of 18 years is now retired from
the military, counts herself among those
who are torn about the troop withdraw-
al, changing her mind seemingly every
hour and feeling there were no good op-
tions.

Like most military families whose
members have seen combat, the Sand-
erlins had friends die in the Afghanistan
war; a close friend was paralyzed from
the neck down, and others lost multiple
limbs. They’ve also heard stories about
the Taliban’s atrocities against their fel-
low citizens, especially women and chil-
dren, and fear for them.

So does war veteran Denver Riggle-
man, a former U.S. congressman for Vir-
ginia. 

“I deployed on Sept. 21, 2001. So
many lost in the Towers. So many broth-
ers & sisters in arms lost,” Riggleman
said on Twitter. “When I first arrived, I
researched what the Taliban did to
women. I briefed the troops on it. Horrif-
ic images seared in my mind: execu-
tions, hangings, stonings. I’m struggling
today.”

Scott Murray, a retired Air Force colo-
nel and former intelligence officer who
spent more than two years in Afghani-
stan at the height of the U.S. involve-
ment there, said he understands the de-
cision to leave, given all the elements
that stand in the way of reversing for-
tunes in the country.

Murray told USA TODAY a friend of
his in the Afghan government suggested
the American presence softened the Af-
ghans by introducing Western comforts
and ways of thinking, weakening the na-
tives’ resolve to fight the Taliban.

“The U.S. withdrawal is bittersweet
for me,” Murray said. “There’s such an
emotional swing while you’re there, and
now what? Afghanistan really becomes
an ungoverned space again, and we are
back where we started. Was the sacrifice
worth the effort? I just don’t know how
you say yes to that, after the destruction
of al-Qaida, of course.

“Our nation and our allies are much
safer than they would have been had we
done nothing in October of 2001. We had
to act. No question. But is Afghanistan
better off today? I don’t think so. I hope
I’m wrong.”

Perhaps, but many are also sorry.

“It is a horribly sad situation because
Afghanistan is a gorgeous country,” said
Jason Kirell, an infantry mortarman
who was in Afghanistan in 2010-11. “The
people there don’t deserve to live under
a brutal group of thugs like the Taliban.” 

Kirell added he could tell by his time
in the country that whatever the U.S.
was trying clearly wasn’t going to work.

Sanderlin had the first of her three
children two weeks before her husband
– whose name she withheld – deployed
to Afghanistan, forcing her to put her ca-
reer on hold.

He was away again when their second
child was born and didn’t get to meet her
until five months later. Their third child,
when she was learning to speak, thought
the word for phone was “daddy,” be-
cause that’s how she communicated
with him.

Contributing: Jordan Mendoza

‘Were all of our sacrifices wasted?’
Afghanistan veterans
reflect on impact of war

Jason Kirell
says his time
as an infantry
mortarman in
Afghanistan
showed him
the U.S. effort
was not going
to work.
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USA TODAY


