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TALLAHASSEE — 
Several current and former 
employees in the adminis-
tration of Gov. Rick Scott 
are being ordered by a 
judge to testify in a sen-
sational criminal case that 
centers on allegations of 
illegal taping.

It is still unclear after 
Friday’s hearing whether Lt. 
Gov. Jennifer Carroll will be 
forced to answer questions 
in the criminal case against 
her former aide that has 
also included allegations of 
improper relationships in 
Carroll’s office.

Carletha Cole, who was 
fired last year, was arrest-
ed in 2011 and accused of 
giving a reporter a secret 
recording containing a con-
versation between Cole and 
Carroll’s chief of staff. Cole 
has not been charged with 
making the recording — 
nor have prosecutors said 
exactly when the recording 
was made.

Circuit Judge Frank 
Sheffield initially ruled that 
Carroll must answer ques-
tions from lawyers repre-
senting Cole. But then he 
changed his mind at the 
urging of Scott’s top law-
yer. Sheffield said Carroll 
would be questioned last 
and only if Cole’s lawyers 
could show her testimony 
was needed.

Shef field, however, 
made it clear that ques-
tions of Scott administra-
tion employees will be lim-
ited to illegal taping and 
whether or not top officials 
working for the governor 
had ordered widespread 
taping as alleged by Cole.

The judge said lawyers 

could not ask Carroll or 
anyone else about the lieu-
tenant governor’s sexual 
preference or whether 
or not her office was the 
“absolute worst place in the 
world to work.”

“We are not going to try 
the lieutenant governor’s 
office,” Sheffield said.

Cole’s attorneys have 
asserted that their client 
was being set up because 
she witnessed unprofes-
sional behavior by Carroll 
and other employees, 
including walking in on 
Carroll and a female aide in 
a “compromising position.” 
Carroll, who is a former 
Navy officer and married, 
has called the allegations 
“false and absurd.”

Attorney Stephen 
Webster suggested other 
employees in Carroll’s 
office placed recordings on 
Cole’s computer and she 
assumed they were public 
records. A spokesman for 
the governor’s office pre-
viously denied that there 
was a widespread policy of 
taping people.
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WEST PALM BEACH 
— Florida officials want to 
recoup the $20 million in 
taxpayer funds they invest-
ed in Digital Domain now 
that the visual effects stu-
dio is facing bankruptcy.

The Tampa Bay Times 
reported Saturday that 
Gov. Rick Scott directed 
the state’s Department of 
Economic Opportunity to 
hire lawyers to represent 
the state in bankruptcy 
court. He said the com-
pany broke its contract by 
not notifying the state it 
was filing for bankruptcy.

The $20 million awarded 
in 2009 was part an incen-
tive to bring the company 
to Port St. Lucie with the 
promise of hundreds of 
high-paying jobs. 

Digital Domain Media 
Group also partnered with 
Florida State University’s 
film school to build a 
branch campus in West 

Palm Beach.
But the company shut 

down all of its Florida 
operations, closed its new 
animation studio in Port 
St. Lucie and laid off about 
280 employees last fall.

The production com-
pany, which was founded 
by James Cameron, has 
produced visual effects for 
movies including “Titanic,” 
‘’Pirates of the Caribbean: 
At World’s End” and the 
“Transformers” series.

State and local officials 
had hoped the company 
would draw filmmakers 
from all over the world, 
giving the Sunshine State 
the ability to compete 
with California and New 
York with the backing of 
an established Hollywood 
entity.

The state moved for-
ward with the funding 
incentive even though 
its lead public-private 
business screening com-
pany, Enterprise Florida, 

rejected it. Digital Domain 
pulled in a total of $40 mil-
lion in cash and land from 
state and local economic 
development funds. The 
company also has a $40 
million bond issue with the 
city of Port St. Lucie, but 
that money must be paid 
back eventually.

It’s just the latest twist 
for the embattled compa-
ny.

Florida State University 
President Eric Barron 
made a pitch this week to 
keep his school’s digital 
film program in West Palm 
Beach, even though the 
partner company has filed 
for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
protection. Digital Domain 
also helped Florida State 
establish a new bachelor’s 

degree program related to 
digital media production.

Barron said talks are 
under way with four other 
companies interested in 
replacing Digital Domain.

The board that oversees 
Florida’s 12 public universi-
ties is considering whether 
Florida State should be 
required to move the pro-
gram to its main campus in 
Tallahassee. Besides los-
ing its business partner, 
the program has drawn 
opposition from Florida 
Atlantic University in Boca 
Raton, which is only 30 
miles from West Palm 
Beach.

A three-member com-
mittee will study the issue 
and make a recommenda-
tion to the panel.
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SARASOTA — On a recent 
sunny winter day on a downtown 
Sarasota street corner, a cluster 
of homeless men lounged on the 
back steps of a building, grimy 
backpacks and bags at their feet, 
while a few folks ambled to the 
nearby bus station.

Parked at a meter just feet 
from them was a red Ferrari and 
around the corner was Sur la 
Table, an upscale cookware store 
offering $400 juicers.

Newer, wealthy residents in 
the Gulf Coast city known for its 
arts scene and beautiful beaches 
are buying expensive downtown 
condos so they can live an urban 
lifestyle, but they don’t want the 
problems associated with a city, 
including the 700 or so homeless 
people who inhabit the county, 
the American Civil Liberties 
Union and others contend.

They also say authorities, 
including police, are trying to 
harass the homeless into leav-
ing the town of 53,000 full-time 
residents.

Recently, the ACLU uncovered 
a surveillance video showing an 
officer throwing a homeless man 
against a metal grate and received 
public records that show offi-
cers sent messages to each other 
about “bum hunting.”

“We thought those messages 
were beyond just being juve-
nile, but was sort of indicative of 
the atmosphere that existed in 
the city,” said Michael Barfield, 
the legal chair of the ACLU in 
Sarasota.

To be sure, other warm-weath-
er cities have grappled with 
problems associated with the 
homeless. In Florida, Key West 
has periodically cracked down 
on “quality of life” offenses such 
as aggressive panhandling and 
using residents’ outdoor show-
ers. Miami-Dade County counted 
nearly 4,000 homeless people 
either sleeping on the street or 
in shelters within its borders one 
year ago.

Barfield said that in the past 
18 months, the city has target-
ed the homeless by removing 
benches and banning smoking 
in downtown parks and arrested 
a homeless man for charging his 
cellphone on a city-owned outlet 
in a park. The charge was later 
dropped.

“I think for a long time we’ve 
had a lot of issues. The fact that 
we have a lot of wealthy people 
downtown, we have a few condos 
that cater to that type of people, 
and they’re not quite used to 

dealing with the lowly and down-
trodden,” said Steve McAllister, 
a Sarasota native who says he 
chooses to be homeless and live 
a lifestyle based on bartering. 
“And so when we have home-
less people come here because 
of the weather or the opulence or 
whatnot, we get a lot of clashes 
between the two classes.”

The ACLU has filed five law-
suits against the city — some 
have been settled and the smok-
ing ban has been struck down by 
a judge.

Police Chief Bernadette DiPino 
— who took the helm of the 
department in late December 
— says the agency is conduct-
ing an internal investigation of 
both police issues raised by the 
ACLU.

“The city of Sarasota is work-
ing aggressively to learn as much 
as it can to learn about homeless 
issues in this community,” DiPino 
said. “There’s been a number 
of complaints from citizens and 
business owners about people 
who are sleeping or on the side-
walks or are begging for money. 
We try to apply the appropriate 
response to the complaints we’re 
getting from citizens.”

She and other city officials say 
Sarasota actually offers many 
more services to the homeless 
than other communities. Officials 
point to statistics that show there 
have been about 25,000 instanc-
es of documented police con-
tact with the homeless between 
2004 and 2012, with 1,416 people 
referred to various social service 
programs by officers.

DiPino said that like other com-
munities, Sarasota must balance 
its responsibility to help people 
with drug, alcohol and mental 
health issues with keeping other 
residents safe and happy.

Phil Grande is a downtown 
business owner and one-time 
resident who spearheaded the 
effort to remove benches from 
the parks.

Grande, a syndicated radio 
host, in 2010 purchased an expen-
sive condo in the same building 
as his downtown studio. 

He quickly noticed that stu-
dent groups fed the homeless in a 
nearby park and that people con-
gregated near the library, used 
drugs and hassled people on the 
street.

He said the troublemakers are 
often aggressive, younger men.

“This isn’t a homeless prob-
lem,” Grande said. “The home-
less are pretty much taken care 
of. This is a vagrant situation.”

Grande said there was a 
“parade” of homeless from the 
bus station to the library. Many 
business owners complained to 
the city and Grande contends lead-
ers were reluctant to take action 
because they were “very liberal” 
and didn’t want more downtown 

development. At one point, a frus-
trated Grande chartered a bus 
for the homeless and drove them 
from downtown to a million-dol-
lar neighborhood where one city 
official lived — and proceeded to 
feed the homeless in front of the 
official’s home.

Eventually, the benches were 
taken out of the parks.

“Once the benches were 
removed, the parade really dimin-
ished,” he said.

Grande sold his condo and 
now lives in a gated communi-
ty. He said he’s donated time, 
money and food to homeless 
programs, including an offer of 
buying a building where the city 
and groups could distribute food 
— an offer, he said, that was 
rejected by officials.

Leslie Loveless, the inter-
im executive director of the 
Suncoast Partnership to End 
Homelessness, said part of the 
problem is that because Sarasota 
is such an upscale area, inexpen-
sive housing is difficult to find, 
even if a homeless person were 
to snag a job.

“We need to look at transition-
al and permanent housing that’s 
affordable,” she said.

The Center for Housing Policy 
concluded that in late 2011, only 
28 percent of the jobs in the area 
could earn enough to afford a 
two-bedroom apartment. To qual-
ify as “affordable,” rent must be 
less than 30 percent of monthly 
income.

Some of the homeless contend 
that only a few troublemakers 
cause all problems, while the 
rest are trying to extricate them-
selves from the cycle of jobless-
ness and poverty. James Franklin 
Jr. spends his days on a bench 
outside City Hall — and says he’s 
never had issues with officers or 
city officials. Still, Franklin said 
he’s concerned about the overall 
societal attitudes about the home-
less.

“I’ve been homeless, I’ve been 
a vagrant and now I’m a bum 
that’s being hunted by bum 
hunters. You know, call me what 
you’re going to call me, but quit 
switching me up,” he said. “Call 
me James Franklin Jr., whether 
my situation is good or bad. I 
respect you and I expect you to 
respect me.”
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Legal Consultant Michael Barfield (right) talks to Cindy Edlund (left) and 
James Franklin Jr., both of whom are homeless, as they sit on a park 
bench outside the Sarasota City Hall. Newer, wealthy residents in the 
Gulf Coast city known for its arts scene and beautiful beaches are buying 
expensive downtown condos so they can live an urban lifestyle,  _ but 
they don’t want the problems associated with a city, including the 700 or 
so homeless people who inhabit the county, the American Civil Liberties 
Union and others contend.

Wealthy newcomers 
pushing city officials 
to remove ‘bums.’
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