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“This is good news for 
Florida panther conser-
vation,” according to a 
statement from Kipp 
Frohlich, deputy director 
for the FWC’s Division 
of Habitat and Species 
Conservation. “Until now, 
we only had evidence of 
panthers breeding south 
of the Caloosahatchee. 
These pictures of a female 
with kittens indicate there 
are now panthers breed-
ing north of the river.”

Using trail cameras, 
biologists have monitored 
male panthers on public 
and private lands north 
of the Caloosahatchee 
for years, the FWC 
said. In 2015, biologists 
collected a photo of what 

appeared to be a female 
panther at Babcock. The 
agency used additional 
cameras last summer and 
captured more images of 
what they believed to be a 
female panther.

Darrell Land, FWC 
panther team leader, said 
cameras caught images 
earlier this year of a 
female that appeared to 
be nursing. A few weeks 
ago, the kittens were seen 
passing in front of the 
camera.

Land said there are 
no plans to capture 
the kittens, other than 
to monitor them by 
camera as days go by. 
“We will just let them be 
panthers.”

Land also said the 
Caloosahatchee has 
been an obstacle to the 
northward movement of 
female panthers. While 

males roam far and wide, 
females carve out areas 
and stay put.

So a river crossing is a 
rare event, “but she did 
it,’’ Land said.

The FWC also said it 
works with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service to 
ensure panther conserva-
tion on private and public 
lands. 

“This is good news for 
panther recovery, and the 
service is committed to 
working with landowners 
to make panthers and 
private land ownership 
compatible,” according 
to a statement from Larry 

Williams, state supervisor 
of ecological Services for 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service.

Email: ajarosh@sun-herald.com
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FOR INFORMATION 
ABOUT FLORIDA 
PANTHERS

Visit MyFWC.com/Panther.
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A kitten is seen following the 
mother. This photo was taken 
seconds after the nursing 
female passed the area.

MURDOCK — The 
typical patient at the 
Virginia B. Andes 
Volunteer Community 
Clinic is between  
40 and 59 years old. 
They would be unem-
ployed and without 
health insurance, at or 
below 200 percent of 
the poverty level but 
ineligible for Medicaid. 
And they would live in 
Charlotte County.

The most recent 
statistics show there are 
an estimated  
30,000 uninsured 
in Charlotte and 45 
percent of the county’s 
population falls within 
the range of 40 to 69 
years of age.

“There is still a need 
and you can trust that 
we’re going to be that 
safety net in Charlotte 
County,” said CEO 
Suzanne Roberts.

In the free medical 
clinic’s first year, in 
2008, an annual budget 
of less than $200,000 
dispensed health care 
to fewer than 2,000 
patients. Last year the 
VBA clinic — supported 

by a $903,000 budget, 
72 local medical pro-
viders and more than 
18,000 hours donated 
by 200 volunteers — 
had 5,571 patient visits. 
More than 600 patients 
received outpatient 
specialty procedures.

In 2016, the clinic 
pharmacy welcomed 
6,800 patient visits, fill-
ing almost 20,000 pre-
scriptions. Moreover, 
the first two months 
of this year showed a 
54 percent increase 
above last year’s pace 
for clinic and pharmacy 
services, she said.

In total, the VBA 
clinic receives more 
than $17 million in in-
kind support from the 
community, affirmation 
of a shared belief in 
each other’s value.

The growing need 
in the Charlotte com-
munity has driven the 
clinic and pharmacy to 
furnish primary care 
and surgical services 
too. The VBA clinic 
remains the county’s 
only no-cost pharmacy, 
and provider of surgi-
cal care and specialty 
needs programs, for 
eligible uninsured. And 

the care delivered is 
top-notch, she said.

“It continues to 
be a very successful 
program,” Roberts 
said. “I would put us, 
hands-down, up to any 
private practice here in 
Charlotte County.”

But there is a cost to 
operating a free clinic. 
When the state health 
departments stopped 
providing primary 
care several years ago, 
many of these patients 
were absorbed by the 
no-cost clinics, fur-
ther straining limited 
resources.

In 2015, the County 
Commission contribut-
ed $42,000 in emergen-
cy funding to the VBA 
clinic in Port Charlotte, 
along with $23,000 
for the Englewood 
Community Clinic.

Now on surer finan-
cial footing, the VBA 
clinic is expanding 
services. In addition 
to presenting breast 
health, cardiac, respi-
ratory and smoking 
cessation programs, a 
new wellness program 
provides education and 
monitoring for condi-
tions such as diabetes, 

weight loss, hyperten-
sion and stress. The 
clinic also offers a vari-
ety of higher education 
internships.

Hepatitis C Clinic
The Hepatitis C 

Clinic is under the 
auspices of the VBA 
clinic as well. Drs. 
David Klein and Mark 
Asperilla co-founded 
the Hepatitis C Clinic 
in 2012 as Charlotte 
emerged with one 
of the highest con-
centrations of this 
fatal disease among 
all Florida counties. 
The national model for 
free Hepatitis C clinics 
served more than 200 
patients last year, with 
about 200 new cases of 
the disease diagnosed 
each year in Charlotte.

Some 20 million 
Americans are exposed 
to this deadly liver 
infection, which can 
be caused by drugs, 
toxins, alcohol abuse or 
hereditary conditions. 
Hepatitis C Clinic 
Medical Director Klein 
said 20 percent of the 
cases he sees have no 
known cause.

About 15,000 

Americans die every 
year from HCV-related 
liver disease, accord-
ing to the Centers for 
Disease Control. But 
better medications now 
promise a cure and 
the number of lives 
saved at the clinic is 
approaching 1,000. 

However, these new 
miracle drugs, which 
are 100 percent effec-
tive, are expensive for 
individuals to acquire. 
Each pill costs $1,200, 
with patients required 
to take one pill every 

day for three months.
“It’s unusual that 

we get this medicine, 
and we get it for free,” 
Klein said. “[For these 
patients,] there is no 
alternative. This is the 
last resort.”

Klein also wanted to 
honor the legacy of his 
friend and colleague, 
Dr. Asperilla, who finds 
himself confronted by 
severe health problems.

“We need to pray for 
his recovery,” Klein 
said.

Email: groberts@sun-herald.com

Andes clinic, community serve one another
By GARY ROBERTS

STAFF WRITER

Dr. David Klein

 COMMUNITY NEWS BRIEFS
Join the fun at 

wild Wednesdays
The Charlotte Harbor 

Environmental Center 
invites the public to join in 
for its last Wild Wednesday 
of the season at 10:30 a.m. 
on April 15 at CHEC, 10941 
Burnt Store Road, Punta 
Gorda. The next showing is 
Nature — Owl Power. With 

their haunting calls and 
charismatic faces, owls are 
popular and mysterious. It’s 
rare to catch more than a 
glimpse of one in the wild. 
Unlike their relatives, owls 
are the only bird of prey 
able to hunt effectively at 
night when they have the 
skies to themselves. They 
have developed astonishing 

adaptations to survive, 
including keen hearing and 
stealthy wings. To examine 
these special skills, film-
makers enlisted the help 
of veteran bird handlers, 
experts and technology 
to demonstrate and test 
the owl’s amazing abilities. 
For more information, call 
941-575-5435 or visit www.

chechflorida.org.

Art Show and 
Sale scheduled
The “Art Under the 

Influence from Abstract 
to Tangles” art group is 
holding its second art 
exhibition and sale from 10 
a.m. until 3 p.m. on Sunday 
at the South Gulf Cove 

Pavilion, 14859 Ingraham 
Blvd., Port Charlotte. Enjoy 
a wide range of original 
art and meet the artists. 
Exhibited art work includes 
works in acrylic, watercolor, 
pen and ink, mixed media, 
sculpture and photography. 
Refreshments will be 
served. For more informa-
tion, call 941-697-3423 or 
775-997-3424.

CLARIFICATION
The state League of Women 
Voters hasn’t reached consensus 
on how to fix the Florida 
primary system. Local league 
leader Jean Finks was concerned 
that a story in Monday’s 
Sun may have implied that 
consensus was forthcoming.
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