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By NANCY J. SEMON
STAFF WRITER

SOUTH GULF COVE — A Thursday 
brush fi re spread by high winds threat-
ened several homes in a large area of  
South Gulf  Cove between Englewood 
and Port Charlotte.

For most of  the afternoon, Charlotte 
County fi refi ghters — with the help of  
fi re crews from Englewood, Sarasota 
and Lee counties, the Florida Division of  
Forestry rangers and other agencies — 
fought the fl ames as they jumped from 
street to street around the neighborhood 
of San Domingo Park beginning at about 
2:15 p.m.

Charlotte County sheriff ’s deputies 
blocked off  about a dozen roads, includ-
ing San Domingo Boulevard and several 
streets around Calumet Boulevard to 
keep traffi  c out and let the fi re fi ghters 
work. 

The fi re was 80% contained after 
4:30 p.m., as roads reopened and resi-
dents were allowed to return to their 
homes.

Dunn said a home on Alanson Street 
lost a pool screen and a shed, and vinyl 
fences melted at two homes on Cando 
Avenue.

“We were able to protect all the homes 
that were in danger,” Dunn said.

The fi re fi rst broke out in the area of  
Cook Court and Kendalls Way and crews 
got to the scene quickly. Because of  the 
high, gusting winds, the call went out to 
other area fi re agencies.

Division of  Forestry rangers in 
tractors plowed fi re breaks and two 
helicopters ferried water from nearby 
canals and the lake at the Village of  
Holiday Lakes community, dropping it to 
douse hot sports.

The Florida Forestry Service announced 
earlier this week that Charlotte County 
was in the “extreme” risk category — the 
highest end of the fi re danger scale — on 
Monday. The National Weather Service 
issued a red fl ag warning Wednesday for 
inland Charlotte and Sarasota counties, as 
well as DeSoto County.

Charlotte County Commissioners have 
called an emergency meeting to consider 

declaring a burn ban throughout the 
county. It could ban outdoor burning 
such as yard waste and recreational 
fi res, as well as the private use and 
discharge of  fi reworks and sparklers.

The emergency meeting is set for 
8 a.m. Tuesday in Room 119 of  the 
Charlotte County Administration Center, 
18500 Murdock Circle, Port Charlotte.

NWS Meteorologist Christianne 
Pearce told The Daily Sun high winds 
and low humidity, along with higher 
temperatures, often lead to fi re weather 
conditions such as brushfi res.

“Those factors are defi nitely pulling 
into that,” she said. “But upcoming rain 
conditions will defi nitely help. The hu-
midity will go way up when rain comes 
around and that will decrease need for 
red fl ag issues.”

The weather service did have rain in 
the forecast for Thursday night, Friday 
and Saturday.

The Florida Forestry Service updates 
the statewide Fire Danger Index with 
maps daily, indicating which counties 
are likeliest to face fi res.

By DANIEL SUTPHIN
STAFF WRITER

PUNTA GORDA — High winds 
Wednesday afternoon helped spread 
a single townhome fi re into one that 
quickly consumed an entire residential 

building at Emerald 
Pointe in Punta Gorda, 
according to Punta Gorda 
Fire Chief Ray Briggs. 

Briggs said several 911 
calls were made from res-
idents at Emerald Pointe, 
25188 Marion Ave., Punta 
Gorda, reporting the fi re 
around 2:30 p.m. The fi re
was extinguished for the 

most part a little after 4:30 p.m.
A building containing seven townho-

mes was destroyed by the fi re. Nobody 
was injured. A cat that was missing was 
later found unharmed.

“This was about as large as it gets for 
us,” Briggs said of  the fi re.

He said it was probably the biggest 
residential fi re they’ve experienced in 
30 years.

“The actual location where the fi re 
started was at the south end of  the 
structure and with the wind going 
north,” he said. “The biggest factor for 
us was certainly the wind. It just fanned 

the fl ames and increased intensity and 
made it very diffi  cult.”

Winds reached anywhere from 25 
to 30 mph around the time of  the fi re 
Wednesday.

The State Fire Marshal’s offi  ce is still 

High winds caused quick 

spread of Emerald Pointe fire
Fire chief details how 

they fought city’s 

worst fire in decades
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Emerald Pointe is a gated community consisting of villas, condominiums and 
townhomes in Punta Gorda. It is located on Charlotte Harbor to the east of the 
U.S. 41 bridges.

to 35 cents a gallon.”
Gas is averaging about 
$4.23 a gallon, com-

pared with $2.87 a year ago, according 
to AAA.

“The bottom line is if  we want lower 
gas prices we need to have more oil 
supply right now,” Biden said. “This 
is a moment of  consequence and peril 
for the world, and pain at the pump for 
American families.”

The president also wants Congress 
to impose fi nancial penalties on oil 
and gas companies that lease public 
lands but are not producing. He said 
he will invoke the Defense Production 
Act to encourage the mining of  critical 
minerals for batteries in electric 
vehicles, part of  a broader push to 
shift toward cleaner energy sources 
and reduce the use of  fossil fuels.

The actions show that oil remains a 
vulnerability for the U.S. Higher prices 
have hurt Biden’s approval domesti-
cally and added billions of  oil-export 
dollars to the Russian government as 
it wages war on Ukraine.

Tapping the stockpile would create 

By CRAIG GARRETT
STAFF WRITER

NORTH PORT — The parents of  
Brian Laundrie are asking a judge to 
dismiss a civil suit fi led by the family 
of  their Gabrielle “Gabby” Petito.

That motion came Wednesday, two 
weeks after Petito’s parents fi led suit 
in which they allege Roberta and Chris 
Laundrie disguised their son’s involve-
ment in Gabby Petito’s disappearance, 
ultimately in her death.

Gabby Petito was reported missing 
in September. Her body was found 
days later at a remote Wyoming camp 
site. Authorities revealed she was 
strangled.

Brian Laundrie was found dead in 
rural Sarasota County in October of  a 
self-infl icted gunshot.

The Laundries, according to a civil 
suit fi led by Joseph Petito and Nichole 
Schmidt, knew their son had killed 
Gabby Petito, then helped cover his 
tracks, possibly arranging for him to 
leave the country, her parents alleged.

Perhaps most damaging was the 
allegation that as Joseph Petito and 
Nichole Schmidt sought contact with 
their daughter in August, Roberta 
Laundrie blocked cellphone calls and 

Laundrie’s 
parents ask 

for dismissal
Family of Gabby Petito 

pressing lawsuit against 

parents of her killer
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By SUE ERWIN
STAFF WRITER

NORTH PORT — When she 
heard about Putin’s attack on
Ukraine, Gail Griffin prayed.

The next day, she Googled 
“Ukrainian churches” and
discovered one in North Port — 
St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic
Church.

Curious to learn more, 

Griffin, who lives in Sabal 
Trace II, drove to the church. 
To her surprise, there was a
take-out food sale happening.

After buying some food, she 
went home and had a discus-
sion with a few friends.

“We wanted to do something 
to help,” Griffin said. “We 
hosted an evening for Ukraine
in our community.”

More than $4,000 was raised 
that day with donations coming
from 70 residents. The event 
was organized at the initiative
of  Griffin and Lisa Nason.

Sabal Trace II donates to St. Mary’s Ukrainian Church
Money will be used 

for humanitarian 

relief
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Residents of Sabal Trace II gathered together on a recent Friday to help raise money for 
Ukrainian refugees. Pictured from left: Joyce Falcoun, Gail Griffith, Bob Landers, Father 
Dymetrov, Christyna Sheldon, Lisa Nason and Sue Algaier.SEE MONEY, 3B
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Homes of the future, now
Babcock Ranch’s 

Innovation Way 

displays next 

technologies

By NANCY J. SEMON
STAFF WRITER

BABCOCK RANCH — For those 
old enough to remember “The 
Jetsons,” some of the features 
of homes in Babcock Ranch‘s 
Innovation Way project might 
remind them of items that used to 
be science fiction.

Nick Crawford, of home builder 
Pulte, said a person could use the 
app from their bed to command the 
shower to start.

That smartphone app can also 
lower shades, turn on or off lights, 
adjust temperatures and set alarms.

When Syd Kitson, developer of 
Babcock Ranch along with partner 
Tom Hoban, decided to invite 
the nation’s leading builders to 
design homes using technology of 
the future, little did they realize, 
he said, they’d be creating a 
“mini-EPCOT.”

Kitson, Hoban and FPL’s project 
director Stevany Cole spoke to The 
Daily Sun inside Pulte Home’s test 
home, The Cobblestone.

“We approached builders in 
2019, and Lennar, Pulte and D.R. 
Horton said they wanted to be 
involved in Innovation Way,” Kitson 
said, referring to the name of the 
conceptual neighborhood.

Already onboard was Florida 
Power & Light, which has been 
working with Babcock Ranch from 
the beginning when it began to 
develop the nation’s first solar-
powered community.

Kitson called Innovation Way “a 
testing laboratory.”

“No other community in the 
country has done anything like it,” 
he said.

A total of nine houses were built. 
Lennar built five: two test, two 
control and one “deconstructed” 
home in which some panels have 
been removed to reveal the inner 
workings. D.R. Horton and Pulte 
each built two test homes.

Kyle Knight, director of 
operations for D.R. Horton, said 
the public can tour the homes by 
registering at the Discovery Center 
and obtaining a code for access.

In addition to the remote control 
features, saving water was also 
highlighted: Faucets don’t require 
handles; hands placed under them 
starts water flow, then stops when 
hands are removed.
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Karen Gough, vice president of sales for Span, demonstrates how 
the electrical panel controls and monitors every home circuit from a 
smartphone. The panel is in the Lennar test home.

From left, Babcock Ranch developer Syd Kitson, FPL project director 
of development Stevany Cole, and Kitson’s partner, Tom Hoban, talk 
about Babcock Ranch’s new neighborhood — Innovation Way, which 
features homes of the future. SEE HOMES, 3B
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• Electric vehicle
chargers, Wi-Fi enabled 
recirculating tankless 
water heaters, in home 
battery storage systems, 
and energy systems 
which monitor for 
efficiency.

• Home virtual
assistants, like Alexa, 
control anything from 
water faucets to air 
conditioning.

• Smart appliances
can be programmed 
to come on, and a 
refrigerator can even 
be reconfigured to add 
more freezer space, Dave 
Lennar showed off in the 
Chestnut model.

• All the homes have
high-efficiency impact
windows, state-of-the-
art insulation, and air
conditioning systems
which provide a
consistent temperature
in each room.

FPL will oversee 
an analysis of  energy 
efficiency data through 
the two-year testing 
period, which began 
about a year ago.

The control homes’ 
energy efficiency will 
be compared to test 
homes which use the 
latest technologies. 
Depending on the results 
and customer demands, 
some of  the newest 
technologies might be 
incorporated into new 
homes in the future, 
representatives said.

“The whole point is 
to make a home more 
energy efficient,” Kitson 
said.

HOMES
FROM PAGE 1B

Lennar’s Redbud 
Model features the 
Greyter residential 
water recycling system. 
John Bell, a partner 
with the Greyter Home, 
demonstrated the 
system, which helps to 
reduce indoor water 
consumption by as much 
as 25% by capturing 
water from showers, 
treating it to near-
potable quality, and then 
having it used for a home 
toilet.

Instead of a generator, 
battery backups in the 
garage of some homes 
on Innovation Way will 
keep electrical essentials 
running in the event 
of severe storms or 
blackouts.

At Pulte Homes’ 
Oakview model, a 
demonstration of an 
exclusive partnership 
with Ford’s new all-
electric F-150 Lightning 
truck, showed how the 
truck could provide 
backup power to the 
home.

Representatives from 
the three home builders 
were on hand to lead a 
tour of homes containing 
new technologies, 
including:

Kyle Knight, director of operations, and Salvatore Valenziano, area sales 
manager for D.R. Horton, demonstrate the smart appliances in two of their 
company’s test homes on Innovation Way.
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Nick Crawford, who is with Pulte’s procurement 
department, stands next to another feature of the 
test home — a wall phone charger.




