
Airport back to normal after storm
The March 31 storm knocked out power, caused private property damage
By ALEXANDRA CALDWELL

CLEARWATER – A power outage due to storms and a nearby
tornado March 31 put the St. Petersburg-Clearwater Interna-
tional Airport at a standstill for much of the day, but the pas-
sengers generally took it in stride.

The power in the terminal went out at about 11:30 a.m. due
to the nearby tornado, which shut down the TSA security
checkpoints, said Noah Lagos, airport director. Finally, around
4 p.m., TSA was going to start hand-screening luggage and
carryon luggage so at least three flights could get out, when all
of a sudden the power came back on at about 4:15. The airport
had just announced that it would be closing the terminal for
the day due to no power, but that put everything back into mo-
tion.

“We were just back in business, and it was up to the air-
lines, so we had flights that went out late,” Lagos said. “There
were still ground holds; so for instance, a flight that taxis to
take off had to come back to the terminal. FAA makes ground
holds decisions according to the situations, and there was a
time when they did release the ground holds and the planes
went back out. Suffice it to say there were long delays, but the
predominant number of flights did get out.”

Ultimately, there were four flights that were canceled or
rescheduled until the following day, and one flight was diverted
to Tampa International Airport, Lagos said. But throughout ev-
erything, the airport at large stayed open, Lagos said. Only the 
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Sand Key residents give cold shoulder to zip line
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By LESTER R. DAILEY

CLEARWATER – The consensus among the stand-
ing-room-only crowd at Monday’s Sand Key Civic As-
sociation meeting was that traveling through the
treetops is a mode of transportation best left to
Tarzan. By a show of hands, the attendees indicated
that they were nearly unanimously opposed to Dev
Pathik’s plan to bring zip line tours to Sand Key Park.

As CEO of Clearwater Canopy Tours, Pathik bris-
tles when anyone describes his proposal as an
amusement ride. 

“It is a curriculum-based program,” Pathik told the
crowd, estimated by SKCA president Gene Gillespie to
be the biggest ever to attend an SKCA meeting. “To

characterize it as an amusement ride is a mischarac-
terization. This really is a nature center that happens
to be up in the trees.”

Sand Key Park, which is owned by Pinellas Coun-
ty, is entirely within the city limits of Clearwater, so
five of the seven county commissioners attended the
meeting, as did four of the five Clearwater council-
men.

Pathik, who has operated zip line tours in Hawaii
and elsewhere, made his case that the zip line would
be safe, eco-friendly and a boon to the local economy.
He said that the 75-foot-high tower that had prompt-
ed the most objections from Sand Key residents had
been deleted from the plan. 

The proposed facility would be located in the 20

acres of the 95-acre park encircled by the circumfer-
ence, or “loop,” road. Pre-scheduled groups of eight
or 10 people would arrive every hour or so during
regular park hours to climb an access tower to a se-
ries of swaying footbridges and gravity-powered zip
lines. Sand Key residents fear that the facility will de-
stroy the natural ambience of the park, but Pathik
claims it will hardly be noticeable.

Pathik said that the facility will give the county a
share of its take from the sale of tickets, costing
about $75 apiece, and also will lure tourists who will
help the local economy by spending on such things
as food and lodging. But opponents of the project say 

See ZIP LINE, page 4A
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Franco and Portman team up for the film,
‘Your Highness.’ Brand stars in ‘Arthur’
remake. Find all movies opening this
week. See Diversions ... Page 1B.

STORM

Pinellas Hope has
damage; needs
help

CLEARWATER – The storm that
passed through on March 31 caused
damage to Pinellas Hope. Tents were de-
stroyed, buildings damaged and trees
brought down.

According to information found at the
website, www.pinellashope.org, a
cleanup is under way to remove tree de-
bris and to replace the tents blown away
and flooded by the storm. Residents are
looking through the few belongings left
behind which are either soaked in water
or covered in mud. Many of them lost ev-
erything, sleeping bags, clothing, blan-
kets, and storage containers.

Monetary donations are urgently need-
ed to help replace the 80 plus tents de-
stroyed by the storm. Donations can be
made online at www.pinellashope.org:
$150 will replace one tent. $50 will re-
place one sleeping mat.

To help the residents that lost every-
thing, the following items are needed:

• Adult sleeping bags
• Blankets
• Storage containers
• Large towels to dry items
Clothing: Men – shirts, jeans and

shorts, sizes M-XXX; shoes, including
dress, boots, tennis shoes and flip flops,
sizes 8-12.

Women – shoes and sandals, sizes 6-
10. Shirts and pants, sizes 6-10.

Pinellas Hope is located at 5726 126th
Ave. N, Clearwater. Volunteers and do-
nations are welcome. Call 727-556-6397.

See more storm coverage.
... Page 7A.

COMMUNITY

Parks volunteer
has helping hands

It’s not the spotlight, but the sunlight
that drives him. That, and his red Jeep
Wrangler. Jim Moore began volunteering
his skills in maintenance for the Pinellas
County parks system in 2010 because
he frequently enjoyed riding his bike and
launching his kayak in the parks, and
wanted to do his part in keeping them
pristine for all users, both now and in
the future.

... Page 3A.

Top left: Photo by CHARY SOUTHMAYD
The upper floor of this multi-unit residence at 2 Gulf Blvd. at the south end
of Indian Rocks Beach sustained severe damage when an EF-1 tornado with
90 mph winds came ashore just after 11 a.m. on March 31. Owner Virginia
Armstrong, 91, who lives on the upper floor, got out just before the
tornado came ashore. The National Weather Service reports the residence,
which includes three downstairs rental units, did not take a direct hit.
Nearby trees, power poles and electrical lines were snapped. The NWS
says the tornado then lifted over the Intracoastal Waterway, since no
damage was sustained by mangroves on either shoreline.

Above: Photo by ALEXANDRA CALDWELL
A power line and a line of trees were snapped and leaning eastward on
49th Street near the Pinellas County Jail from the March 31 storm.

Bottom left: Photo by JIM LAYFIELD
It appears a tornado touched down near Starkey Road and Enterprise
Boulevard in Largo March 31, destroying an empty warehouse and
damaging cars next door in the Cousin Corporation parking lot with the
debris.
See more storm coverage on page 7A.
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Photo courtesy of PIE
High winds and a nearby tornado on March 31 flipped over a small, private airplane at the St.
Petersburg/Clearwater International Airport.
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terminal was shut down.
“The important distinction

about the terminal building ver-
sus the airport,” Lagos said. “The
airfields were open. The towers in
place. The lighting in the airfield
is on.”

There was no damage to the
terminal or any commercial air-
planes, but a few private planes
were toppled, and a private hang-
er collapsed onto a private air-
plane and two vehicles. Part of
the hanger could be found all the
way across the street in a tree,
and drivers going to and from I-
275 slowed down to see the dam-
age.

The only other damage was on
the golf course on the airport’s
property. Many trees were down
or completely uprooted on the
golf course, Lagos said.

The airport tried to keep its
customers happy and comfort-
able, despite the inconvenient cir-
cumstances.

“I’ll tell you one thing – people
can be wonderful if you just talk
to them,” Lagos said. “I think we
did a pretty incredible job in talk-
ing to people. The other thing is
that in cooperation with the
restaurant, the airport tried to do
things to make people feel better.
Not only talking to them, we dis-
tributed free water, and the air-
line, Allegiant, brought in free
pizzas. And I know people appre-
ciated that. And nobody seemed
to get upset with things. We lost
power, and people were very ac-
cepting of that. It basically says
that we have a very high caliber
of people who use the airport.
And I feel privileged that we are
able to provide services to these
folks.”

As passengers sat in the dark-
ened terminal, lit by emergency
lighting and the light coming
through opened doors, they
seemed to be in generally good
moods but were anxious for infor-
mation about whether their
flights were canceled or not.
Marissa Cronin of St. Petersburg
had been scheduled for a 4 p.m.
flight on Allegiant Airlines to
Greenville, S.C. She, her hus-
band and their 2-year-old daugh-
ter, Emma, were trying to visit
Cronin’s in-laws for a weekend
getaway.

“(The airlines) have been really
nice, but there’s just no informa-
tion,” Cronin said. “So we’re just
sitting and waiting. We keep de-
bating going home, but you don’t
want to leave because there’s no
way of finding out (about the
flights) once you leave.”

Cronin had checked the air-
port’s and Allegiant’s websites be-
fore they left, but there was no
indication that there were any
problems, she said.

Anne McIntyre of Nova Scotia,
Canada, is a snowbird who
spends her winters in St. Peters-
burg. At about 3:30 p.m. she had
been at the airport since the
morning, trying to pick up her
daughter and 12-year-old grand-
son coming in from Canada, but
she was still in good spirits. Her
daughter and grandson had been
scheduled to come into the St.
Petersburg/Clearwater airport at
10:15 a.m. but had been rerouted
to Fort Lauderdale because it
wasn’t safe to land, she said. Ini-
tially she was concerned because
they were supposed to race over
to Tampa International Airport
afterwards to pick up their 15-
year-old granddaughter around

Photos by ALEXANDRA CALDWELL
Above: Cherri Minasola of Grand Rapids sits on her luggage at the St.
Petersburg/Clearwater International Airport during its five-hour power
outage. She had visited Madeira Beach on vacation and got stuck in the
airport when the March 31 storm and tornadoes knocked out the
power. Top right: Passengers wait patiently in the dark at the St.
Petersburg/Clearwater International Airport during its power outage.

Photo courtesy of PIE
High winds during the storm collapsed a private hanger at the St. Petersburg/Clearwater International
Airport. There was a plane and two vehicles inside.

noon, who was making her very
first flight by herself from Cana-
da, she said.

“We were so worried she’d come
in all by herself – she’s only 15 –
so my husband left to run over
there and get her,” McIntyre said.

The pair played an early April
Fool’s Day joke on their grand-
mother when they returned to St.
Petersburg/Clearwater Airport.
McIntyre’s husband said that un-
fortunately their granddaughter’s
plane had to be rerouted back to
Halifax.

“I just stopped, and I didn’t
know what I was going to do
then,” McIntyre said. “But he was
lying, and she was hiding and
then jumped out to surprise me.”

Finally, around 3:30 they said
their daughter and grandson’s
plane had come in and they were
still hopeful that their evening
plans would work out.

“We have all these tickets to
the hockey game tonight, and
we’re thinking, we’re not going to
get there,” McIntyre said. “But
(their grandson) is almost here
now, and he’s 12, and we think
we might be able to make it. It’s
working out. We didn’t think it
would, but it’s working out.”

For a number of airline cus-
tomers, the flight delays were
nothing compared to their experi-
ences earlier that day. Kathleen
Tevis is now from Middlesboro,
Ky., but she used to live in Largo
for about 15 years. She was here
visiting for about a week, and she
was in her hotel, Sleep-Inn on Ul-
merton Road in the middle of the
tornado.

“First it was real rainy and
windy, and then everything got
very quiet,” Tevis said. “And then
we locked the doors, and rain
started coming in underneath the
doors, and then all of a sudden
you hear that train sound and ev-
eryone got away – it’s like every-

one wants to look out the window
to see what’s actually happening,
but then it got too close for com-
fort. It got all dark and everyone
went into the hallway downstairs.
There were a lot of loud whistling
sounds.”

The atmosphere was tense in
the hotel, she said. Being from
Florida previously, she had lived
through hurricanes, but she still
felt the tension.

“(The tornado) lasted probably
about 60 seconds,” Tevis said.
“And then everything went off.
The cable went off; the power
went off, everything. … I guess I
was thinking, is this really going
to happen? Because I lived here
for 15 years here and nothing
happens, and I come down for a
few days and am just trying to
come out (and then this.) I got
panicky. Everyone did.”

What bothered Tevis the most
was that people did not stay away
from the glass during the storm.
“Everyone’s so curious and they
want to look and see what’s going
on, and there was a woman film-
ing, but there’s all that glass,”
Tevis said. “And I know from
being here and from other storms
is that glass is the worst. You
need to be inside when they tell
you. That’s nothing to mess with.
You certainly don’t go by glass or
outside.”

Linda Guinand of Palm Harbor
and her friend, Pat Edwards of
Safety Harbor were both going to
Biloxi for a fun getaway, and they
arrived just as the storm hit,
about 10 minutes before the
power went out.

“It was just torrential,”
Guinand said. “I dropped her off
with the bags and I went to the
parking lot, and I couldn’t get out
of the car. “I had a van, and the
car was rocking back and forth
and my husband called me and
told me that there was a tornado

in the area so I pretty much just
sat in the car until there was a
little bit of break and luckily I
was prepared, so I had a poncho
and my umbrella and just made
a break for it.”

The wind was so intense that
Guinand said she would not have
been able to get out of her car if
she tried. She said she would
have just been blown away.
Later, in the airport, Guinand
said she used her flashlight app
on her phone to see in the dark-
ened bathrooms and to navigate
in the darker portions of the air-
port.
Linda and John Peterson of
Ozona were at the airport to go to
Fort Wayne, Ind., for a spring
break getaway at their lake cot-
tage and to look at a dog. At the
time the storm hit, John was at
his warehouse for Aj’s Beds and
Furniture in Largo, right by
where the tornado hit.

“It was the first time I’ve experi-
enced anything like that,” John
said. “The wind was pushing in
and I thought it was going to
push the doors in.”

John planned to jump in a

dumpster if it got really bad, and
then all the lights went out and
he heard the tornado that sound-
ed like a train. There were light-
ning strikes nearby, which scares
him even more than the wind, he
said. Fortunately, his property
did not sustain any damage ex-
cept for a severely flooded park-
ing lot.

For Tom Sterner of St. Peters-
burg, he was at work on a beach
renourishment project in St. Pete
Beach at the time of the storm.

“Yeah, it was like a hurricane,”
Sterner said. “It was actually
worse than the tropical storms
that we’ve had come through
here. I work on the beach and the
waves were massive and we had
to move all of our equipment
back, and we had already moved
it back to where we thought it
would be safe. The water levels, it
was intense out there. And then
the wind and the lightning were
just crazy. … But we got all our
equipment out; nothing was lost
or damaged, so it’s all good. Now
we just have to wait for the storm
to pass and do damage control.”

Compared to that, Sterner’s

airport experience was a breeze.
He arrived and was told that
there would be at least an hour
delay for his flight to Greenville,
S.C., to visit his sister for her
birthday. So he left to get some
food, came back, and then there
was the announcement that the
terminal was going to close for
the day. He had just called for his
ride to come back when the
power came back on.

“Now the lights just came back
on, so I don’t know if we’re going
to leave or not. Who knows?”
Sterner said. “I don’t know what’s
going on with this weather. I’ve
lived five years here and I’ve
never seen anything like this. It’s
pretty wild. So we’ll see, I know it
will be a madhouse still. I don’t
even know if it’s worth flying now.
I kind of hope the power stayed
off for another hour so I’d have
an excuse. ‘Sorry, had to go
home.’ I already got the day off
work tomorrow so I thought I was
going to have a nice long week-
end. I’m kind of bummed now,
actually. But other than that, no.
This airport is awesome. It’s al-
ways a great airport.”

ZIP LINE, from page 1A

the county’s share of ticket rev-
enue will go into the General
Fund and will not directly benefit
the park, making it a poor trade-
off for the environmental impact
on the park. 

“Sand Key Park needs a
canopy zip line about as much as
it needs a snow removal system,”
said Dick Jackson who has bicy-
cled in the park with his wife for

the past six years. He added that
anything that can be seen from
40 feet up could be better seen
from ground level.

Bird expert Terry Anne Such-
ma called Sand Key Park “a sliver
of sanity amid a sea of overzeal-
ous development” and “a dia-
mond in the rough.”

Barbara Walker noted that the
Clearwater Audubon Society had
unanimously voted against the
zip line because “this park is the

only green space left for nearby
residents to enjoy.”

SKCA co-founder Dan Moore
said that Sand Key residents had
paid $2.3 million to underground
their utility lines, so more over-
head lines are the last things they
need.

Retired teacher Mary
Barcelona said that a 17-year-old
boy had been killed in an acci-
dent on a privately owned zip line
near her North Carolina home

and a lawsuit followed. She wor-
ried that an injury or fatality on a
zip line within the county-owned
park could result in a lawsuit
against the county. Sand Key ac-
tivist Cynthia Remley agreed and
read a list of people killed in zip
line accidents.

“Self-regulation doesn’t work,
folks,” Remley said. “We’ve tried it
here in Florida with another ac-
tivity called parasailing,” and
there were 15 fatalities in 20

years.
But Pathik said that none of

his businesses has ever had a
visitor injured or killed. He added
that there is no need to worry
that the taxpayers would be
stuck with the cleanup costs if
the venture fails, because none of
his businesses have ever failed.
And he said that nighttime secu-
rity wouldn’t be a problem be-
cause removable foot pegs and
cone-shaped collars would pre-

vent people from climbing the
poles when the facility is unat-
tended. 

JoEllen Farnham, who serves
on the SKCA zip line committee
and was the moderator of the
meeting, turned to the county
commissioners and said “We
would ask you that this process
be stopped.” The meeting was
then adjourned and everybody
headed for the table with the free
wine and snacks.

Sand Key renourishment project delayed by permits
By BOB McCLURE

REDINGTON BEACH – Plans
to renourish a section of beach
from Sand Key south to Indian
Rocks Beach this summer has
been put on hold for up to a year.

Due to problems gaining the
necessary permits from the Flori-
da Department of Environmental
Protection, the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers has delayed the
start of the project.

“The permit process has
reached an impasse and due to
that we won’t be able to start the
project this summer,” said Andy

Squires, coastal manager for
Pinellas County Engineering and
Environmental Services, at the
March 30 meeting of the Barrier
Islands Governmental Council.
“This will cause a wait of six
months to a year.”

Last week, Congressman Bill
Young and State Sen. Dennis
Jones sent a letter to DEP Secre-
tary Herschel Vinyard asking him
to “lend your voice and leadership
to resolve remaining permit is-
sues, which apparently cannot be
put to rest at the working level.”

The letter went on to say, “Our
concern is for Florida. And more

specifically Pinellas County, and
the critical need to maintain the
beaches in order to help lead our
coastal communities out of these
difficult economic times. We need
to put sand on the beach while
preserving the coastal environ-
ment, not as adversaries but as
partners.”

Phase 1 of the 8.7-mile Sand
Key project covers renourish-
ment from Sand Key south to
312 Gulf Blvd. in Indian Rocks
Beach. The estimated $15 million
cost is funded and ready to go.

Phase 2, which is not funded,
would follow at some point in the

future from 312 Gulf Blvd.,
south to 16850 Gulf Blvd., North
Redington Beach.

DEP officials have delayed the
permit process to negotiate two
issues – hardbottom monitoring
requirements and allowable silt
content in fill material dis-
charged to the beach.

Once the permit is received,
the Corps of Engineers can ad-
vertise for bids.

County officials are requesting
$11.3 million in federal funding
for the remainder of the Sand
Key project but no earmarks are
anticipated in coming years.

Both the Florida House of Repre-
sentatives and the Senate have
dollars in their 2012 budget pro-
posals for beach nourishment
but without the federal dollars,
phase 2 would be difficult to
fund.

The total project cost estimate
of $35 million would require 60
percent federal funding ($21 mil-
lion), 20 percent state funding
($7 million) and 20 percent coun-
ty ($7 million).

Only the state and county
funds are available.

Sand Key was last renourished
in 2006.

Belleair Beach shows spike in home values
By BOB McCLURE

REDINGTON BEACH – There
was good news and bad news
March 30 from Pinellas County
Property Appraiser Pam Dubov
on projected real estate values
this year.

The good news was that Bel-
leair Beach taxable values are ex-
pected to rise 2 to 4 percent from
a year ago.

And the bad news? Values
across Pinellas will decline be-
tween 5 and 8 percent.

“It will be more in the 6 (per-
cent) range,” Dubov said at a
meeting of the Barrier Islands
Governmental Council, “but we
have a lot of commercial property
that is still coming in. Rents are
down and vacancies are up.”

Along the beaches, declines
will be less severe, she said.

Treasure Island is expected to
see a drop of 1 to 3 percent, Red-
ington Beach, 2 to 4 percent; Bel-
leair Shore, Redington Shores,
Madeira Beach and North Red-
ington Beach, 3 to 5 percent; In-
dian Rocks Beach and St. Pete
Beach, 5 to 7 percent; and Indian
Shores, 8 to 10 percent.

Dubov said Belleair Beach was
the exception to the rule because
of stronger real estate sales prices

in the past year.
“The estimates were based on

sales in 2010 within different res-
idential areas and neighborhoods
overall,” Dubov said. “The modest
increase in values is a reflection
of a slightly better real estate
market in 2010 in Belleair Beach
than in most other areas of the
county.

“Beach sales were better in
2010 and they continue to be in

2011,” she said. “It does appear
the market is improving on the
beaches because we don’t have
the same number of foreclosures
(as the inland communities).”

Dubov said county foreclosures
in 2010 were about 11,000,
which is down from 15,000 in
2009 and 14,000 in 2008.

“It depends on who you talk to
but there is an opinion that the
banks are not putting a lot of the

(foreclosed) homes out there be-
cause they don’t want a high vol-
ume of lower prices on the
market, driving the price down
more,” Dubov said.

Dubov said her office has re-
moved $37 billion market value
from the tax roll since 2007 and
$17 billion in taxable value.

City governments use the esti-
mated values for budget planning
purposes. 
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