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An insider’s look from a reporter’s notebook

SWFL winners announced from financial aid challenge
Five high school seniors — one from
each of the Southwest Florida counties —
have been named winners of the "FAFSA
first!" contest.
The challenge, launched by the FutureMakers Coalition, was meant to expose
more students and parents to the college
funding available through the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. The contest asked students to post on Facebook,
Twitter or Instagram with the hashtag
#IFiledFAFSAfirst.
The randomly selected winners were
given $500 to use toward college or career
school expenses. They are:
» Anthony Vigliotti: Charlotte County
— Florida SouthWestern Collegiate High
School
» Jason Mirabal: Collier County —
Gulf Coast High School
» Blanca Aranda: Glades County —
Moore Haven Middle High School
» Thalia Esquivel: Hendry County—
LaBelle High School
» Maria Estrada: Lee County —Dunbar High School
As of March 31, 33.34 percent of Southwest Florida seniors have completed an
application for financial aid. The federal
deadline is June 30.
— Compiled by Pamela McCabe, K12
education reporter for The News-Press.
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The five Southwest Florida high school
graduates to win the "FAFSA First!" challenge
have been announced.
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“I count seven,” said Veaux, president
of the Cape Coral Friends of Wildlife.
“Two adults and five juveniles.”
The numbers went onto a piece of paper, along with GPS coordinates for mapping purposes. Each of the owls had yellow eyes, Veaux noted, which is most
common in the species. None appeared to
have been tagged by prior researchers.
And so the count went — and this was
just one car.
Welcome to The Great Cape Coral
Burrowing Owl Census 2017.
More than 100 owl-counting volunteers set out Saturday morning, binoculars and smart phones in hand. Their
task: Crisscross Cape Coral’s mazes of
canal-cut streets, scanning yards and
medians and vacant lots for burrowing
owls.
These small and inquisitive raptors
are the city’s official bird. In November,
the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission moved burrowing owls from a “species of special concern” to the more imperiled status of “threatened.”
But despite these man-made distinctions, burrowing owls aren’t immune to
man's development.
“The count’s purpose it to get information on the health of the population,” said
census organizer Santiago Luaces, a Florida Gulf Coast University student pursuing a master’s degree in environmental
sciences.
“If we know how many we have and
where they are, then we can hopefully
make better management decisions as
the city further develops.”
Several of the burrows Veaux spotted
Saturday were on or around construction
sites.
Burrowing owls, which are naturally
found in open prairies, likely flocked to
this area when developers razed vast
swaths of it to create the city’s canals in
the 1950s and 60s. Burrowing owls are native to Florida’s flat, inland regions.
They’ve been displaced to places such as
Cape Coral by development, which is
threatening to displace them yet again.
“I see rocks and trash thrown in burrows all the time,” Veaux said. “I’ve seen
burrows kicked in and destroyed. We’ve
had owls fed rat poisoning and killed that
way.”
In October, a nest of eight to 10 bur-
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Carl Veaux, left, helped organize The Great
Cape Coral Burrowing Owl Census 2017,
which started Saturday in Cape Coral.

Get involved
Cape Coral Friends of Wildlife
This all-volunteer organization offers
materials and classes for protecting
and maintaining burrowing owl nests
near your home or business. The
group will resume its monthly meetings in September at Rotary Park
Environmental Center.
Call: 980-2593
Email:
contactCCFW@ccfriendsofwildlife.org
Web: ccfriendsofwildlife.org

rowing owls was destroyedin north Cape
Coral by what authorities believe was a
poison fog canister. Conservationists estimate fewer than 10,000 burrowing owls
remain in the state.
The City of Cape Coral requires a protection radius of 33 feet be maintained
when building near burrowing owl dens.
Harassing or harming the owls is considered a state/federal crime according to
city documents.
The Cape Coral Friends of Wildlife
has recorded more than 2,500 owl burrows throughout the city, marking each
with white piping and small perches that
give the owls a better vantage point for
watching predators.
But Veaux and Luaces say a census on
the scale of this weekend’s has never
been undertaken and is long overdue.
“If you have ever been in Cape Coral,
you notice that they’re everywhere.
They’re in people’s front yards and in
parks and abandoned lots,” Luaces said.
“Cape Coral has the prime habitat for
these owls, but we have no idea how
many owls are actually out there. That’s
why we do this, exactly.”
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