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LOCAL
CORONAVIRUS IN FLORIDA

School cases fueling the surging virus
By Cindy Krischer Goodman
South Florida Sun Sentinel

When 17-year-old Alana Goldberg learned her friend had
become too sick from COVID
to go to school the next day, she
panicked. Goldberg had eaten
lunch in the high school cafeteria
with the other teen and sat next to
her in three classes.
Although vaccinated, Goldberg quickly went to get tested for
COVID — and received a positive
result.
“I have zero symptoms, but now
I am trapped in my room,” she said.
“I do PCR tests and rapid tests, and
I am still positive.”
Back to school is proving difficult for Florida teens, the age group
with the highest positivity rate in

the state for new cases. Some teens
like Goldberg, of Plantation, have
mild cases of COVID. Others, like
15-year-old Paulina Vazquez of
Deerfield Beach, end up hospitalized in intensive care.
As the virus’ highly contagious
delta variant continues to rage
across the state, the positivity rate
for teenagers is 23%, more than
five times what it was on June 1.
For two weeks in a row, Florida
teens 12-19 have the highest test
positivity rate of any age group.
The impact of school reopening
can be seen in the increase in new
COVID cases, too.
The state reported 54,032
new cases in teens 12-19 for the
last three weeks as large school
districts such as Palm Beach,
Broward and Miami-Dade opened

for the new year. For the week
ending Aug. 19, cases in teens were
up 16%, while cases in all other age
groups fell by 3% to 12% or stayed
the same from the previous week,
according to the Florida Department of Health.
“It’s hard to determine if delta
is more contagious in teens, or
maybe it’s that they are mingling
more now than in previous waves,”
said Dr. Chad Sanborn, a pediatric
infectious disease specialist affiliated with Palm Beach Children’s
Hospital, which had five teens
admitted on Friday.
School, sports, after-school
clubs, and the bustling cafeteria
put teens in close quarters with
each other. Experts say the highly

Turn to Teens, Page 16

Students sit in an Algebra class at Barbara Coleman Senior High School on
the first day of school on Aug. 23 in Miami Lakes. MARTA LAVANDIER/AP

First of
three trials
for murder
cases starts
By Marc Freeman

South Florida Sun Sentinel

Larry Scirotto laughs after being sworn in Tuesday as the new chief of the Fort Lauderdale Police Department at First Baptist Fort Lauderdale.
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All eyes on new chief
By Susannah Bryan

South Florida Sun Sentinel

FORT LAUDERDALE — A
new top cop has taken the reins
of the Fort Lauderdale Police
Department, an agency rocked
by leadership shakeups, allegations of excessive force and the
recent death of one of its officers
to COVID-19.
Larry Scirotto took over Aug. 16,
promising to bring change where
needed. He arrives at a pivotal
time in the history of the Fort
Lauderdale Police Department,
with activists calling for more
transparency and accountability
amid a turbulent national climate
of strained relations between
people of color and police.
“I have a vision for the department,” said Scirotto, 48, who has
already come up with a 100-day
plan that he believes will go a
long way toward building trust

Can he fix Fort Lauderdale’s
troubled police department?

with the community. “There are
things we can do better. I know
we don’t release the data publicly
in a way I want to, so the public
can see when we use force and the
outcome of that force.”
Fort Lauderdale leaders have
great expectations for Scirotto, the
son of a white mother and Black
father and the department’s first
openly gay chief.
Mayor Dean Trantalis says the
city is counting on Scirotto to
bring systemic change to a department with 530 officers and 179
civilians.
“Both the union and new chief
intend to collaborate on making
systemic changes to the department,” Trantalis said. “The police
union is eager to work with the

new chief in making changes. And
that’s an important step.”

Eyes of an outsider

Scirotto, born and raised in
Pittsburgh, has the vantage point
of an outsider, untouched by any
cronyism or favoritism that might
come with an insider who’s spent
their entire career at the department they’ve been chosen to run.
Scirotto spent more than two
decades as a cop in Pittsburgh,
where he rose through the ranks,
eventually snaring the job of
assistant chief. In Fort Lauderdale, he beat out dozens of applicants — including three internal
candidates — to step into the role
of chief, a job that comes with

a $200,000 salary and a $140
million budget.
The last time the city hired a
chief from the outside was in 1995,
more than a quarter century ago.
“I think it’s great that he’s
from the outside,” said Christina
Currie, president of the Rio Vista
Civic Association and chair of the
Citizens Police Review Board.
“People are advocating for change.
They’re saying you need a new set
of eyes on it. And they’re finally
getting it. That’s the best way to
make change in this department.”
Assistant Chief Frank Sousa, one
of the finalists who’d been in the
running for the job of chief, says his
new boss inherited a good department with a good group of officers.
“We’re not perfect all the time,”
Sousa said. “No one is perfect.
I would say we can always be a
better version of us.”
Turn to Police, Page 8

DeSantis pushes Regeneron treatment for COVID
He hasn’t promoted
the vaccine the same
way in months
By Steven Lemongello
Orlando Sentinel

Gov. Ron DeSantis has crisscrossed the state almost every day
over the past two weeks promoting a treatment for people who
already have COVID-19. But the
last time he held an event specifically to encourage getting vaccinated was four months ago.
Instead, he’s downplayed the
vaccines, citing the breakthrough
infections the shots don’t prevent
and the vaccines’ apparent failure
to achieve herd immunity.
It’s a strategy he’s stuck with
even as cases, hospitalizations
and deaths have surged to record
levels in Florida and after the
Food and Drug Administra-

tion gave the Pfizer vaccine full
approval. Critics say the governor is playing to a hardcore
Republican base that’s skeptical
to outright hostile of vaccines as
DeSantis ramps up for a run for
the presidency in 2024.
“He seems to be trying to walk a
very fine line, where he’s definitely
not an anti-vaxxer, and he will
occasionally give a side comment
that, yes, people should still get
the vaccine,” said Aubrey Jewett,
a professor of political science at
the University of Central Florida.
“But he doesn’t seem to be willing to invest the political capital
to hold events and do a public relations campaign to try to convince
Republicans, in particular, to get
this shot.”
Mac Stipanovich, a Tallahassee consultant and anti-Trump
Republican turned independent,
called DeSantis’ strategy “politics,
pure and simple.”
“He could leave his Regeneron

[clinic] opening today and go to
some vaccination site that his
team has selected ... and stand
there shaking hands with people
who are being vaccinated and
congratulating them on their
being responsible citizens,”
Stipanovich said. “That will never
happen.”
Whenever he’s asked why
he isn’t backing vaccination as
fervently as REGEN-COV, the
name of the medicine made by the
Regeneron company, the governor always points to the 50 or so
vaccine events he held over the
winter and spring.
“There is no single policy priority that Governor DeSantis has
devoted more time to this year
than promoting COVID-19 vaccination,” DeSantis press secretary
Christina Pushaw said Thursday.
“He did over 50 public appearances in 27 counties focused on
the vaccines. ... If someone is truly
opposed to getting vaccinated —

after all this time, all the data we
have, and all the reports that most
people who are hospitalized are
unvaccinated — one more press
conference from any politician
(especially a politician who has
always promoted vaccination) is
not going to change their minds.”
She did not respond to a question about whether DeSantis
was acting out of concern for the
Trump base.
DeSantis did hold near-daily
press conferences and events at
vaccination sites as the shots were
being rolled out. But that stopped
not long after vaccine access was
opened to all adults 18 and older
on April 5.
That same month, DeSantis announced he was banning
so-called “vaccination passports,” preventing businesses
from requiring proof of vaccination from their customers.
Turn to DeSantis, Page 16

Jonathan Schuler pummeled a
co-worker’s head with a crowbar
and dove headfirst down a secondstory trash chute as he tried to flee
the construction site.
But the day laborer from west
of Boynton Beach didn’t get far, as
other crew members caught and
held him until deputies arrived.
Schuler insisted it was an act of
self-defense, but what investigators didn’t know at the time was
that the assailant had apparently
killed before. Twice, in Lake Worth
and Deerfield Beach.
Broward and Palm Beach county
detectives wound up charging
Schuler with three murders
committed in quick succession in
early 2017. And now prosecutors
are seeking the death penalty for
one of the homicides.
Jury selection began Friday
for Schuler, 37, in what is South
Florida’s first murder trial since
the coronavirus pandemic shutdowns 18 months ago. Authorities
are handling each charge in separate trials, so jurors will not hear
a word about the alleged series of
deadly attacks leading to grand
jury indictments:
Killing No. 1: Jan. 8, 2017. Victim
Scott Osterman, 49, was found
shot to death in his Lake Worth
home. The Palm Beach County
State Attorney’s Office says it will
ask a jury to recommend capital
punishment for Schuler when the
first-degree murder case goes to
trial in April. It’s not clear from
online documents if the men knew
each other; the lawyers involved
declined to comment.
Killing No. 2: Feb. 3, 2017. Victim
Junior Petit-Bien, 34, was shot 13
times inside his father’s home west
of Boynton Beach. Prosecutors say
Schuler had been renting a room
there for six months, and PetitBien had been sleeping on a couch
for a few days before the shooting.
Schuler says it was self-defense.
This is the focus of the trial now
underway. If convicted as charged,
Schuler would be sentenced to life
in prison.
Killing No. 3: March 8, 2017.
Victim Arcenio Alvarez, 32, was
beaten with a piece of metal at a
Deerfield Beach construction site.
Authorities say Schuler and Alvarez worked together until Schuler
bashed Alvarez’s head in front of
other employees. Schuler, on the
job for just hours, claims he was
defending himself from an attack,
according to an arrest report. A
Broward judge could set a trial date
during a Sept. 10 hearing.

Hundreds of
prospective jurors
Four months ago, Schuler’s
lawyers in Palm Beach County
said his anxiety over repeated trial
scheduling delays led to a serious
breakdown in the Shreveport,
Lousiana, man’s mental health.
But he has since been declared
mentally competent to proceed,
and his lawyer, Public Defender
Carey Haughwout, said the
defense is ready to go after such a
long wait.
The main reason for having the
trial on the second homicide first
is because the initial killing is a
Turn to Trial, Page 16
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the series of killings, Schuler had
been arrested on various traffic and
drug offenses in Palm Beach and
Broward counties, records show.
Leading up to the shooting,
Schuler rented a room from
Marc Antoine Petit-Bien. Schuler
and Petit-Bien’s cousin worked
together for a construction firm.
Within a week of the shooting,
Petit-Bien’s son Junior moved into
the home because his apartment
lease was up.
Prosecutors and defense attorneys disagree as to whether Junior
and Schuler had contact at any
time before Schuler gunned him
down.
On the morning of Feb. 3, 2017,
Schuler says he got “nervous”
when a strange car, a red Monte
Carlo, parked on the driveway and
the man who stepped out “just the
body language and demeanor, it
was a red flag.”
Schuler then grabbed a new
9mm handgun he legally bought
from a sporting goods store, Assis-

tant Public Defender Joseph
Walsh wrote.
Schuler says he encountered
the stranger, Junior, in the home
and Junior ignored him. He told
detectives that Junior moved
aggressively and reached for his
backpack, seemingly going for a
weapon. So he shot the man he
viewed as a threat.
Junior “looked very intent on
harming me,” Schuler said in a
statement. “I felt that way.”

Teens

By the time she received a positive result, she had already exposed
dozens of classmates.

contagious delta variant spreads to
the people most vulnerable, the age
groups least vaccinated. In Florida,
that’s the teens, who experts say
are not only getting infected — but
also fueling community transmission.
“With high schoolers, they
spread it more because of their
behavior,” said Dr. Lisa Gwynn,
associate professor, clinical pediatrics and public health sciences
with the University of Miami
Miller School of Medicine. “They
are changing classes and hanging out with friends, and It trickles down to their peers. Then they
will go on to spread it throughout
the community. Now that they are
back in school, our priority needs
to be to get more teens vaccinated.”
As of April, teens 12 and older
are eligible to get vaccinated for
COVID-19. About 49% in Florida
between 12 and 19 have at least one
shot, compared with 87% of people
65 and older.
Lauren, a South Florida 17-yearold, for example, is vaccinated.
However, she mingled with unvaccinated teens at the restaurant
where she works. A week ago, she
woke up with a sore throat, but
didn’t think much of it and went
to school. The next day, she had
a fever, congestion and extreme
fatigue. She learned most of her
co-workers had COVID and went
to get tested.

Schools: An
environment for a
virus to spread

already became sick from COVID,
and “she has really bad symptoms.”
Harrison Sparaco, a sophomore
at Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School, said, “The school
hallways are like mosh pits.” On
his first day he returned home and
announced to his mother: “I have
COVID. There’s no way I don’t
have COVID.” Fortunately, though,
he hasn’t been infected.
Throughout Florida’s 15 largest school districts, at least 4,641
students and 1,547 employees
have tested positive for COVID19, according to a CNN analysis.
Another 19,072 students and staff
members have been quarantined
or isolated due to COVID-19.

DeSantis

of that group is DeSantis’ base.
An NBC News poll showed that
just 50% of people who voted for
former President Donald Trump in
2020 were vaccinated. Of Republicans in general, 55% were vaccinated. By comparison, 91% of
Biden voters and 88% of Democrats are vaccinated, the poll found.
“He was willing to promote it
when there was a huge demand
that outstripped supply because
he was selling to a willing audience, and basically was able to get
credit for providing the vaccine
that people desperately wanted,”
Jewett said.
“But then when it looked like in
May that the vaccine was in retreat,
he issued executive orders declaring all local COVID rules null and
void,” Jewett said. “He basically
was declaring victory. I think at
that point, he thought, ‘Well, we
don’t need to do this anymore.’
And now we’re in a situation where
there’s a lot of people who haven’t
gotten it and don’t intend to get it.
And a lot of those folks are Republicans.”

from Page 3

death-penalty case that requires
questioning of several hundred
prospective jurors.
The court system, struggling
with the COVID surge, is not yet
ready to hold trials on higher
profile cases that require so many
jurors for a days-long selection
process, said Chief Judge Glenn
Kelley.

’Stand your ground’
claims
In a pretrial ruling, Circuit Judge
Daliah Weiss rejected Schuler’s
contention that the murder charge
in Junior Petit-Bien’s death should
be tossed under Florida’s “stand
your ground” law.
But the defense wants to make
the same arguments to the jury that
it was a “justifiable homicide.” Until
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Since then, the number of fully
vaccinated people in Florida only
recently passed 50% of the population, standing now at 51.5%, or
22nd nationally. Florida ranks 16th
in the percentage of the population
with at least one shot, at 63%.

Seniors are
vaccinated
At the Orlando clinic last week,
DeSantis said the priority was
seniors and those at increased risk.
“Our entire vulnerable population
has basically been vaccinated,”
DeSantis said.
DeSantis also hasn’t said much
about the FDA approval. He said
Monday that some people skeptical of the vaccine might have been
waiting for it, and “now that it’s
finally approved, maybe that will
cause some people to say, ‘Okay, it
went through a longer evaluation
period. Maybe we’ll then go ahead
and look at that.’ ”
Whether vaccine holdouts can
still be reached is one of the biggest
questions of the pandemic. But it
seems one of the largest segments

South Florida teens describe
high schools and middle schools
with crowded hallways, jammed
lunchrooms and classrooms where
they sit only three feet apart. Teens
say face masks are helping, but
they still worry.
As of Friday, 10 school districts in
Florida had implemented face mask
mandates in defiance of Gov. Ron
DeSantis’s executive order banning
them; on Friday, a judge ruled that
the state’s ban on mask mandates
cannot be enforced. And some
school districts that opened for
the year without mask mandates,
such as Duval County, are voting for
them after closing some schools and
going to online classrooms due to an
increase in cases.
Desiree Kurtz, 17, said her
school, Cooper City High School,
is doing a good job of enforcing the
wearing of masks.
“But lunch ruins the whole
point,” she said. “There are close to
1,000 kids in the cafeteria without
masks. If they are walking around
or waiting in line, they are wearing
masks, but the majority are sitting
crowded together at tables. I prefer
to eat outside but everyone fights
for the outside tables.”
Kurtz said a school friend

Trump draws boos

Even Trump himself was lightly
booed at an Alabama rally last week
when he told the crowd, “I recom-

Victim had house key

The defense notes that a knife
was inside the “partially unzipped”
backpack, though Schuler didn’t
know about it at the time.
During a search of Schuler’s
bedroom, found “Target Focused
Training” DVDs, and handwritten notes with the words, “assume
everyone is a killer.”
Prosecutor Marci Rex argues
Schuler’s story self-defense doesn’t
hold up, explaining the victim had

Pediatricians treating
more teens
Along with more cases come
more sick teenagers, who are calling doctors’ offices, visiting urgent
cares, and arriving at emergency
rooms. The increase can spiral
quickly into more sick parents,
coaches, teachers and siblings,
pediatricians say.
Sanborn, the infectious disease
specialist, said teens arrive at the
Palm Beach Children’s Hospital with the same symptoms as
adults: cough, shortness of breath,
abdominal pain and headaches.
The 12- to 19-year-olds who are
admitted tend to be unvaccinated
and overweight, he said, adding:
“Sometimes they stay for 48 hours,
sometimes for three weeks.”
mend [to] take the vaccines. I did it.
It’s good. Take the vaccines.”
After the boos rang out, Trump
began to back off.
“No, that’s OK. That’s all right.
You got your freedoms,” he said.
“But I happened to take the
vaccine. If it doesn’t work, you’ll
be the first to know. OK? ... But you
do have your freedoms you have to
keep. You have to maintain that.”
Stipanovich said the incident
showed the anti-vaccine bias of the
Make America Great Again base, a
group that DeSantis depended on
for his primary and general election victories in 2018 and voters he
needs if he runs in 2024.
“Trump speaks at a rally, urges
everyone gets vaccinated, and
Donald Trump gets booed by his
fawning acolytes,” Stipanovich
said. “DeSantis can read the MAGA
room; the MAGA room is hostile to
vaccinations. So while he may not
be overtly hostile, he’s not going to
get involved in saving lives through
proactive prevention because it’s
harmful to his personal politics.”
DeSantis’ reluctance comes as
other Southern Republicans are
beginning to endorse vaccinations
whole-heartedly. Alabama GOP
Gov. Kay Ivey said last month it’s
“time to start blaming the unvaccinated folks” for the spread. “I want

a key to the house, had a right to
be there, and had encountered
Schuler a few times before.
“There is no evidence that Junior
ever made any threat at any time
to the Defendant through word or
action,” she wrote in a pleading.
“Junior was found lying on the floor
by the couch ... at no time did Junior
take out a knife or weapon.”
Judge Weiss found that it
doesn’t matter whether Junior
and Schuler knew each other or
not — Schuler lived in a “communal house” where interactions with
strangers is a normal occurrence.
The court also concluded that
Schuler’s belief that deadly force
was necessary was “objectively
unreasonable” given the circumstances.
“Simply put, Florida’s Stand
Your Ground law does not operate
as a license to assume any unexplained action by a stranger presents a threat of imminent death,”
Weiss wrote.
Authorities are not describ-

ing Schuler as a serial killer, even
though he is accused of multiple
murders.
On the surface, Schuler could fall
under the FBI’s definition of a serial
murderer as “a single offender who
killed at least two victims in separate events at different times.”
Yet criminal justice experts say
some people who kill multiple
people over days or weeks aren’t
necessarily considered serial
killers. An example is a person
who is evading capture and may
commit several murders over a
short period of time, while serial
killers generally have an intent to
kill before the opportunity presents itself.
“There is not one size fits all,”
said Stuart Kaplan, a former FBI
special agent who practices criminal defense law from offices in
Palm Beach Gardens and Orlando.

As of Friday, 5,725 children
younger than 17 had been admitted
to Florida hospitals with COVID
during the month of August,
according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.
However, only 11 children younger
than 16 in Florida have died from
COVID, compared with more than
42,000 adults.
“In general, adolescents do
better than adults, but they can
and are getting sick,” Sanborn
said. “Teens never think they can
get sick until they do.”

easy,” he said. “Initially I felt safer
because I had the vaccine. But now
I have so many friends who have
gotten COVID who are fully vaccinated. I’ve already been exposed a
bunch of times.”
With the start of school, Dr. Mona
Amin, a pediatrician with Pediatric
Associates in Hollywood, has urged
families to get their teens vaccinated and has told vaccinated teens
to consider who they are around.
“Any time we surround
ourselves with people who are
unvaccinated or unmasked, it will
increase our risk of breakthrough
infections,” she said.
Amin said she wants teens to
know COVID can be more harmful than a mere cold. Teenagers
— more than younger children —
can have COVID symptoms such
as fatigue and memory issues that
can last up to 12 weeks.
“Even if teenagers are not dying
from COVID, this is something to
be concerned about,” she said.
Florida doctors say they also are
bracing for an increase in a condition
known as MIS-C, life-threatening
multiple inflammatory complications which can flare up in teens
about a month after infection. MIS-C
usually affects children 8 and older.
“It’s a trickle in the hospitals
now, but as cases rise, we expect
to see a lot more of this,” Sanborn
said.

Delta hitting hard

Gwynn wonders if Florida is
losing the battle against delta by
not vaccinating enough teens
fast enough to prevent so-called
“breakthrough” cases in teens who
have received the shot.
Breakthrough vaccine infections
are not an unexpected phenomenon. The vaccines were never
confirmed to be 100% effective in
clinical trials. Some pediatricians
believe teens may need a booster
sooner than other populations,
especially with schools now open
for in-person learning and teens
gathering more often. The CDC no
longer tracks breakthrough cases,
only those that require hospitalization or result in death.
Noah Kopelowitz, a Broward
high school senior, said although
he is fully vaccinated, he is starting
to feel more concerned.
“I want to be in school, but
I want to be safe and that’s not
folks to get vaccinated. That’s the
cure. That prevents everything.”
In Florida, Polk County Sheriff
Grady Judd also implored people
to get shots after one of his deputies died, saying, “Listen to the
doctors. Don’t listen to the politics.
Get your vaccine.”
Kami Kim, director of the Division of Infectious Disease & International Medicine in the USF
Health Morsani College of Medicine, said masking and distancing were the best way of blunting
the current delta variant raging in
Florida. But promoting vaccination
is just as urgent, for this surge and
for future ones.
“It’s clear that the sick people are
unvaccinated,” Kim said. “What’s
scary about this delta variant is a
lot more people are getting sick,
and a lot more younger people are
landing in the hospital, and some
of them are dying. So I think vaccination is really, really important to
protect as many people as we can.
... If we still have a huge number of
people like we do in Florida that
are unvaccinated, we’re going to
have more of these surges.”

‘Oasis of Freedom’

DeSantis has positioned himself
as the “freedom governor,” Jewett
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said, referring to his repeated
description of the state as an “oasis
of freedom “ amid COVID restrictions elsewhere in the country.
But DeSantis’ actions banning
local districts from mandating
masks in schools and other restrictions has already eaten into his
support.
A Quinnipiac University poll
released Wednesday had DeSantis with a mixed approval rating,
at 49% positive and 47% negative.
But Quinnipiac also found that
46% of Floridians said DeSantis
was hurting efforts to slow the
spread of COVID-19, compared
with 41% who said he was helping.
A majority of Floridians, 61% to
33%, said the spike in COVID-19
cases in Florida was preventable.
Despite evidence that his stances
are becoming unpopular, Jewett
said DeSantis was going to stick to
them. But that might be harmful
to his political ambitions down the
road, the professor said.
“It could seem [to voters] that
he’s more worried about what the
Republican base will think of him,”
Jewett said. “And he seems to be
more worried about that than he
is about you.”
slemongello@orlandosentinel.com

Parkinson’s Disease?
Have you recently been diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease?
You may be eligible to participate in a clinical research study evaluating an investigational medication
You may qualify to participate in the study if: Recently diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease (age 40-75) and are not being
treated with medications for Parkinson’s disease
If you qualify, you will receive Investigational medication(s) and study related medical care by Parkinson’s disease specialist,
exam, lab tests. You will not have to pay for study related medications or tests.

For more information, please call: 561-392-1818 ext. 2
www.ParkinsonsCenter.org
Parkinson’s Disease and Movement Disorders Center of Boca Raton
951 NW 13th Street, Building 5-E, Boca Raton, FL 33486

