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Farewell for now, Fernandina

I

t’s with a heavy heart that I
announce that I will be leaving
the paper. This was not an easy
decision for me to make. It’s not
easy leaving a dream job, but due to
financial constraints and some family
reasons, leaving the News-Leader is
the wisest decision to make at this
point in my life.
I’d like to share the biggest financial hurdles that make it difficult for
me to stay here: high rent and crippling student loan debt. After those
bills are paid, I’m left with very little
money to get me through the month.
I know working in the news industry
carries a notorious reputation for not
paying much, but I was satisfied with
my salary. My salary wasn’t the issue.
It takes a special – some would say
crazy – kind of person to work in the
news. Journalists don’t choose to work
in the news because of the salary. We
choose the job because we are passionate about the community, the people
and the stories we write about. We get
a front-row seat to history. Today’s
news reports write tomorrow’s history
books, and I’m proud to say that I’ve
become part of that. I’m proud to say
that I got to spend some time writing
and taking photos for Florida’s oldest
weekly newspaper.
Though I’m sad to go, I feel as if
the timing of my departure from the
News-Leader carries some significance.
I mentioned that my rent is one of my
biggest financial hurdles. It’s no secret
that the affordable housing options
around here are pretty slim. The

county commission
even re-established
the local Affordable
Housing Advisory
Committee to come
up with ways to
address the problem.
As the Affordable
Housing Advisory
NEWSROOM Committee works to
VIEW
come up with solutions, I hope that
they keep in mind
Eric Gutierrez how broad the issue
is and how many
different people it impacts. As this
county grows, the affordable housing
opportunities need to grow with it. I
encourage the citizens to participate in
these meetings, especially if you feel
as if this issue impacts you or someone
you know. I think it would be important that the committee hears from the
citizens.
The Affordable Housing Advisory
Committee will be meeting at 4 p.m.
on the third Wednesday of each month
at the county commission chambers
at the James S. Page Governmental
Complex in Yulee.
I’ll step down from my soapbox
and end this piece on a positive note.
Though my time at the News-Leader is
over, my time as a journalist is
not. I’ve only just begun, and I’m
excited at what the next chapter has
in store for me. After I leave, I will be
moving back home to Orange Park,
and I plan on exploring the numer-

ous freelancing opportunities in
Jacksonville. It’s going to be a lot of
work, and I’m probably going to be told
“no” a lot of times, but I’m excited for
what’s in store.
I mentioned earlier that another
factor that influenced my decision
involves my family. I was hesitant at
the idea of moving back home at first,
but that’s no longer the case. Now, I
see this as an opportunity to make up
for some lost time with my mom that I
missed out on growing up. As a single
mom, she worked 60 or more hours a
week when I was kid, so I didn’t get to
see her too much. She plans on retiring soon, which means I’ll have more
time to spend with her before my next
big life or career move takes me elsewhere.
Though I may no longer be around,
I’ll be coming back, and I’ll be here for
another week for anyone who would
want to see or speak with me one
more time before July 21.
It has been an honor and a
pleasure serving the people of this
county while working at this paper.
My time here was short, but I’m endlessly grateful for the opportunities
and experiences that working at the
News-Leader have afforded me. To
those I’ve worked with, thank you
for the privilege of telling your story.
To everyone else, I offer the fondest
of farewells – for now. Thank you for
reading my work, and more importantly, thank you for reading the NewsLeader.

The upheaval in retail

S

imon Property Group, a preeminent real estate firm, is
an owner and manager of the
wildly popular St. Johns Town
Center in Jacksonville.
Simon reportedly uses the Town
Center as a model of success when
marketing and promoting similar
open-air mall concepts to other towns
– to open new doors, so to speak – at
a time when so many U.S. retailers
are closing their doors.
More than 3,600 retail store
closures have been announced
since January, and up to 10,000 are
expected to close by the end of the
year. These stark figures are part of
a new report on retail health by F&D
Reports.
The consulting firm has compiled
a list of retail stores that are being
impacted the most by the retail tsunami caused largely by Amazon’s
meteoric rise. As an example, your
father’s favorite brand, Sears, has
already announced 180 store closings
this year.
In addition, retail stores were
over built in the 1990s and early
2000s. So there is an over-capacity of
retail space in the U.S. (look around
Amelia Island, for instance). The
U.S. has about 24 square feet of retail
space per capita, far more than any
other country in the world. Canada
and Australia are a distant second and
third in terms of retail space (with 16
and 11 square feet respectively).
Meanwhile, more retail space
is being built. Look no farther than
Yulee. And global real estate giant
Hines is adding onto the Town
Center, so to speak. The vacant,
wooded land across Town Center
Parkway is being converted into
more shopping and dining outlets
right now. By the way, don’t underestimate the timing and decisionmaking ability of Hines or Simon.
The major culprit and instigator
of the retail disruption is bringing
its own brand to north Jacksonville.
Amazon is currently hiring for its
new distribution center on the north

side, although
most of the highflying company’s
processes are
done by robotic
machines.
Amazon’s
acquisition of
upscale Whole
Foods shook the
STEVE’S doors of the retail
MARKET marketplace. While
Amazon is a domiPLACE
nant player within
e-commerce with
Steve Nicklas its convenient
online system, this
is its most substantial foray into groceries. And Whole Foods appears to
be a perfect fit.
Within its report, F&D Reports
named 34 stores that could endure
a significant number of closings in
the near future. Many are household
names, some prestigious, others economical.
But there are retail bright
spots, like with Hines’ project
in Jacksonville – and an IKEA
store going in a few miles away.
Some companies are even increasing their number of stores, although
most of these are discount chains.
And in our area, new retail-type
construction is not limited to Yulee,
as eight or nine new restaurants are
anticipated to open on Amelia Island
in the near future.
You know the old saying: when
one door closes, another door opens.
Let’s hope they open more than they
close here.
Steve Nicklas is a financial adviser
and chartered retirement planning
counselor for a major U.S. firm who
lives on Amelia Island. His financial
columns appear in newspapers in
North Florida and South Georgia. He
recently published a book of his favorite
columns from the last 20 years, All
About Money. The book is available
at local stores and on Amazon.com. He
can be reached at 753-0236.
thenicklasteam2@msn.com
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VOICE OF THE PEOPLE
Cheering for U.S.
July is the month we celebrate Independence Day. A
national holiday where we, as a nation, come together and
celebrate the day we stood up as a united Nation and told the
world we are on our own. It’s a day of jubilation, fireworks
national pride and a lot of good old-fashioned American rah,
rah, rah!
Sept. 11, 2001 was a day of national tragedy and loss. I bet
most who are reading this can remember exactly where you
were when our nation was attacked by 19 Al Qaeda extremists. That day, over 3,000 civilian lives were lost, as well as
over 400 police and fire personnel. These 19 men brought our
nation to a standstill.
That evening, President Bush went on national TV and
said the following, “Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot dent the steel
of American resolve.“ We were attacked, and we showed the
world that we would not buckle, we would not run, and that
we would stand and face those who attacked us and not give
into the terror.
Sept. 11 set off a chain of events that we are still witnessing today. Since that day, we have lost well over 4,000 service
men and women. There have been well over 30,000 wounded
and countless families and lives have been destroyed, all for
the price of freedom. It was and still is a sacrifice that was
worth it and well needed.
If you remember the mood of our nation following
the attacks of 9/11, you will remember the unbelievable
amount of unity and patriotism shown by the entire nation.
President Bush, Mayor Giuliani, leaders from both sides
of the political aisle, stood up and united us like never
before. Firefighters, police, and all first responders were
cheered on at Ground Zero. These responders were
fed and housed and honored for their service. National pride
was at an all time high. Flags were flown, parades were held
and the nation pulled as one for the very first time since

World War ll. Rah, rah, rah!
If you think about it, every war that we have fought
and every single American life that has been lost was done
so for one reason and one reason only. This sacrifice was to
preserve our freedom. Simple – to preserve our freedom.
When we are attacked or threatened, we fight back. Rah,
rah, rah!
We have once again been attacked. I can’t speak for
you, but I will publicly state that I believe in our government. Every single service member today believes in our
government and has chosen to fight for our freedom. When
every intelligence agency has publicly, and without a hint of
doubt, said we have been attacked by Russia with respect
to our election, why would I doubt them? I don’t think it
changed the outcome of the election. I do, however, believe
they compromised our system. As a nation we would
be both foolish and naïve to think Russia would not do it
again.
I also know that our president is in denial about this
attack. Let’s put the politics aside. It is not about politics!
It is about being attacked! Some will say Obama knew of
this and did nothing. OK, let’s agree Obama knew of this
and did nothing. That being said, what is our president
doing about it now? Why won’t he admit we have been
attacked? Why isn’t he rallying the nation as President Bush
did? The scariest part of all this is why the American people
aren’t coming to grips with the fact that a cyber attack by
Russia is just as threatening as the planes hitting the towers on 9/11? We seem to be asleep as a nation. What are we
afraid of?
To put it simply: threatening our system of voting is
threatening our freedom. So this month, after we have heard
all the fireworks and eaten all the hot dogs, think about next
November and ask yourself, “Will my vote really count?” Can
I get at least one “rah”?
Tony Crawford
Fernandina Beach
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VIEWPOINT/James T. Hurley/Chief of Police, Fernandina Beach

Dealing with parking, is there room for compromise?
Part 2 of 2
•••
The city’s parking committee will host a public
meeting at the Police Department this Friday, July
14, at 6 p.m., to further discuss the issues of paid
parking.
•••

H

ave you ever noticed how some folks
tend to rely on the “expert from
afar,” while others prefer to listen to
the homegrown perspective of those
within the community? Much can be learned
by studying both viewpoints, of course, but the
rubber hits the road when an elected body is
faced with making changes that both sides can
embrace.
The members of our city parking committee have reviewed a ton of related literature
dedicated to the fascinating science of parking
dynamics. We invite you to visit the city website
and peruse the assembled articles and staff studies, and decide for yourself what combination of
fact and theory you think will best work in our
community. At some point, the experts must
be heard, although a leap of faith is sometimes
worth the gamble.
For example, angled parking does increase
the number of available parking spaces on a
roadway, and is safer statistically than parallel
parking. Both one-way streets and parking on
only one side of the road create the opportunity
for angled parking in some areas and is, again, a
safer option than having both sides of the street
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filled with vehicles so that
public safety becomes a
concern. These strategies
can also improve traffic
circulation and congestion.
For those that live in the
affected neighborhoods,
however, these kinds of
changes might be generally
unwelcome, considered aesHurley
thetically unappealing, and
viewed as an invasion
of traffic pollution upon
their tranquil lifestyle. Is there room for compromise?
These discussions are not, however, the
immediate focus of the committee, nor are the
issues associated with having paid parking at
our beach lots, or additional sidewalks and bike
paths, visions for the waterfront and marina, the
opening of Alachua, or location-specific issues
such as church parking, traditional obstacles to
fair access in the form of misused handicapped
placards, or the pros and cons of parking garages,
which are expensive and traditionally underutilized. These are important topics and deserve
proper consideration, but focusing on them here
would surely lead to the early death of yet another comprehensive proposal. Besides, this committee is not tasked with making all the decisions
related to parking, only with making a general
recommendation after review of previous work.
It is the prevailing opinion of committee
members that incremental change should be con-

sidered first in the downtown core, before other
issues are addressed. Obviously, any changes
made in one area of the city should be adequately
considered for how they might impact another
area. Likewise, the need for additional non-paid
parking will certainly increase on the perimeter
if paid parking is adopted for the downtown core,
but those decisions should be made after this
hurdle is cleared.
Won’t charging for parking hurt the businesses downtown? Well, if free means “not available,”
or promotes endless “cruising” of the area in
search of a parking space, then charging a fee for
parking can improve business, according to the
Metropolitan Area Planning Council. This reality
strikes a chord with downtown merchants who
appear ready to try something new, as 49 percent
of those surveyed favor the paid parking option.
In order to further understand the process going
forward, the committee met with a parking systems representative and has also spoken with
representatives from the city of Dunedin, which
recently installed 39 pay stations in their downtown as part of a one-year pilot program.
An important aspect of this discussion centers
on advances in technology, which have created
a much more stylish and manageable product,
compared to the ugly and archaic parking meters
of yesteryear. Issues of non-use or frequent use
of available parking spaces can be analyzed and
adjusted from within the software program. The
cost parameters, time limitations, and payment
transfers can mostly be done electronically by
remote access. The new License Plate Reader

(LPR) technology allows for ease in enforcement, and the mobile phone apps and credit card
systems make it user friendly and adjustable on
the fly. Most parking systems also allow for the
limited use of coins, important for short stops of
less than an hour, making it even more convenient for customers, while improving the overall
turnover rate.
Several political decision points will determine any future course of action. Does the political will even exist to move forward with a paid
parking program of any kind? For what reason
would a program be pursued – to assist with traffic flow and available parking, or to generate revenue for downtown improvements, or for a combination of reasons? What hourly fees and fines
would be adopted? Would residential amnesty
permits be considered?
If a pilot program is adopted by the City
Commission, an educational program will be
developed in advance to inform the public
regarding the implementation strategy and
logistics. Staff would then work with vendors,
downtown merchants and residents to determine
the scope of the project, enforcement protocols,
maintenance and replacement of equipment,
financial considerations, security and payment
options.
The committee would like to hear from
residents and have posted a survey instrument
online at www.fbfl.us/parking. Please take a few
minutes to complete the survey and also be sure
to join us at the Police Department today at 6
p.m. for further discussion of these issues.
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