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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

57.105 Makes for a Poor

| have spent some time in my last
two articles trying to highlight, celebrate
and emphasize all the positive ways we
can and should practice law. This month,
however, I'd like to explore the other side
of the equation of how to handle cases
that take a more contentious path. Sec-
tion 57.105 serves an important purpose,
but when used reflexively as a litigation
tactic rather than a remedy for truly
unsupported claims or defenses, it can
undermine civility, damage professional
relationships, and make resolution more
difficult.

The 57.105 statute allows counsel for
one litigant to raise legal and/or factual
insufficiencies as a basis to obtain sanc-
tions from the opposing party, and more
controversially, their lawyer. Do not get
me wrong, the statute is well intended
and there is certainly a time and place
where its use is warranted and appropri-
ate. The statute was designed to save
parties the time and expense of litigating
a matter that has no legitimate basis. My
comments here are not intended to deter
or criticize those legitimately using the
statute as intended, but rather are aimed
at those who often use the threat of
sanctions inappropriately to gain lever-
age in their cases.

The process is simple. If an attorney
determines there is no factual or legal
basis for a particular claim, defense or
position, they send a 57105 letter and
draft motion to counsel expressing their

Introduction

By Billy Greene

criticisms. By statute, this submittal
affords the recipient 21 days to analyze
and potentially withdraw their meritless
claim. If not, in theory, the issuing
counsel files their motion after the 21-
day safe harbor period. The Court may
then render a ruling regarding the claim,
potentially assessing fees against the
non-moving party and their lawyer.

Unfortunately, most of us in practice
are likely to experience the 57.105 statute
being used for very different reasons, and
in most instances, it is a threat of sanc-
tions that never actually gets filed with
the court. The attorneys instead take the
position that they have put you on notice
for their fee claims, but since they never
file the motion, deprive you of the ability
to defend yourself prior to a trial. If they
prevail at trial, they then subsequently
pursue all of their fees since the submit-
tal. In my experience, the vast majori-
ty of attorneys who regularly threaten
57.105 have no basis to raise the statute,
but they use it as an intimidation tac-
tic intended to make you or your client
nervous and potentially drop the case.
For some attorneys, it seems they issue
these letters as a matter of course in
each and every lawsuit.

| don't think | will be successful in
convincing routine offenders to change
their methods, but | would ask them to
consider the long-term ramifications of
this approach. As a starting point, you are
publicly declaring your opposing counsel

CLASSIFIED
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as being incompetent and personally
embroiling them financially in the pend-
ing dispute. You are involving the clients,
and in some instances, the judge in these
accusations. While | am sure there have
been some successes by using the stat-
ute to gain leverage, these successes are
short-sighted. What happens when the
motion is unsuccessful? Have you elimi-
nated any reasonable basis to get a case
resolved? Have you greatly heightened
the emotionality and tension amongst
the litigants, or amongst the attorneys
who should be collaborating to resolve
the matter? Have your short-term gains
in one case negatively impacted a work-
ing relationship with your colleague on a
permanent and irreversible basis?

| would ask you to consider those
questions. As | mentioned, there is a
time and place for the statute, but |
would encourage all to view it as a last
resort. Pick up the phone. Meet with the
attorney. Work through your disagree-
ments. You can advocate with humani-
ty. If we are seeking a healthy work-life
balance and longevity in our profession,
maintaining a level of civility is essential.
You only get one chance to make a first
impression. Trust and respect are earned
throughout a career but can be lost in
one bad decision.

Okay, I'm stepping off my soap box.
So, what do we do when we receive these
letters? First, stay calm and try to as-
sess the threat objectively. If you feel
the motion may have merit, address it
candidly with your client and remember
that your professional judgment must
guide the response, even when it differs
from the course your client would prefer.
If you feel the motion lacks merit, have
confidence in yourself and don’t be bul-
lied into backing off claims you feel are



legitimate. If you are on the fence, call
a friend who practices in the area. Get
their opinion. It doesn’t make you appear
weak. If you need help defending your-
self, discuss with your client a limited
engagement for co-counsel to address
the motion.

If the other side actually files the mo-
tion, be proactive in setting it for hearing
immediately. Don't allow the other side
time to conduct additional discovery.
If they filed the motion, they shouldn’t
need, nor be afforded additional informa-
tion to potentially bolster their position.
If they are seeking fees against you per-
sonally, | would recommend abating all
other aspects of the case until the mo-
tion is withdrawn or ruled upon.

Now, what do we do when presented
with the much more common tactic,
which is the issuance of the sanctions
letter without the follow-through of
actually filing their motion? What if
they continue to threaten sanctions
throughout the case but deprive you
of the ability to defend yourself? | am

CONVENIENT + EFFICIENT
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sure the judiciary sees quite a few 57.105
hearings, but | would suggest there are
10-20 unfiled motions for everyone that
actually makes it to court.

It is this type of lingering threat that
can be the most difficult to handle. My
suggestion is to bring the issue into the
open rather than allow an unfiled sanc-
tions motion to hang over the case in-
definitely. There is nothing confidential
or privileged about a 57105 letter. De-
pending on the circumstances, several
approaches may be worth considering:

Paper the file and create a clear re-
cord. Seek confirmation whether they are
abandoning the motion. If they are eva-
sive, specifically ask them to file the mo-
tion and set for hearing. State that you
are being prejudiced by their non-pursuit.

Set a case management conference
to discuss the situation. It is a fair re-
quest. You are being threatened person-
ally by an unfiled motion that cannot be
set for hearing. Counsel should be able to
explain to the Court whether they plan

Visit our website for rates and other details

VIRTUAL MEDIATION, ARBITRATION, AND HYBRID s
PROCEEDINGS FOR CASES PENDING IN ANY COUNTY -

on pursuing the motion or not. | find in
most situations: they will abandon the
motion once forced to defend the posi-
tion with the Court.

In more extreme cases, where op-
posing counsel repeatedly maintains a
sanctions position without pursuing it,
there may be grounds to seek summary
judgment.

There is case law that suggests
the non-pursuit of the motion can be
deemed an abandonment. If they refuse
to either file the motion or withdraw the
threat of sanctions, you can seek judicial
relief.

As mentioned, §57.105 is an import-
ant statute and serves a pivotal role when
properly utilized. Unfortunately, the stat-
ute has been increasingly misused and
weaponized, and it should rarely be your
introduction to opposing counsel. My
hope is that as a Bar, we can refocus how
we choose to work with counsel and
avoid unnecessary professional disputes
whenever and however possible.

DONNALUGAR.COM { 941.600.9431
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Feeling alone? Isolation is high among attorneys. Connecting with colleagues in
courthouse hallways and sharing war stories at impromptu lunches has fallen to the
wayside leading to incivility and burnout. This year’s theme, Professionalism &
Longevity (PAL), is designed to combat isolation. Real conversations. Real
connections. Our hope? Members you meet at St. Pete Bar events today will be
trusted colleagues and friends 20, 30, 40 years from now.
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Diversity Matters

Every Wednesday morning, | look
across the courtroom and notice that
more than 80 percent of the people
seated before me are Black or people
of color. | often wonder what thoughts
cross their minds when they realize
the judge presiding over their case is a
Black man.

Do they have confidence about be-
ing heard and treated fairly? Do they
have more respect for the judicial pro-
cess and believe they were treated re-
spectfully? Was the outcome free of
bias or prejudice?

Why Diversity Matters

Judicial diversity benefits every-
one—not only the citizens who appear
before the courts but also the judges
themselves. Colleagues with different
life experiences challenge one another’s
assumptions, broaden perspectives,
and contribute to more thoughtful

By The Honorable James Pierce

decision-making. Without that diver-
sity, our laws risk being interpreted
through a narrower lens shaped by sim-
ilar backgrounds and experiences.

Attorney Eugene Pettis, the first
African American president of The
Florida Bar, observed, “Many studies
have identified that for a court system
to be respected and seen as legitimate
in the minds of its citizens, people mak-
ing decisions within the judiciary must
reflect the diversity of the community
it serves.”

Our Constitution guarantees the
right to be judged by a jury of our peers.
Equally important is a judiciary that
reflects the diversity of the society it
serves. A judicial bench that includes
people of different races, genders, eth-

nicities, religions, physical abilities, and
sexual orientations brings broader life
experiences and perspectives to the
decision-making process, strengthen-
ing both justice and public confidence
in the courts.

In her 1997 Boston College Law Re-
view article, Judging the Judges: Racial
Diversity, Impartiality, and Represen-
tation on State Trial Courts, Professor
Sherrilyn [fill concluded that diverse
backgrounds and perspectives en-
rich judicial decision-making. Florida’s
leaders—Democrats and Republicans
alike—have historically recognized this
principle. Today, however, an important
question must be asked: Are we losing
our commitment to a judiciary that re-
flects the people it serves?

For decades, Florida benefited
from governors who made diversity an
important consideration in the judicial
selection process. Governors Bob Mar-
tinez, Lawton Chiles, and Jeb Bush all
emphasized the importance of diversi-
ty in appointments made through Judi-
cial Nominating Commissions.

Similarly, the Brennan Center for
Justice concluded in its 2010 report,
Improving Judicial Diversity, that states
with the most diverse judiciaries typi-
cally have governors, chief justices, and
other leaders who intentionally foster
an inclusive judicial selection process.

The Sixth Judicial Circuit, serving
Pasco and Pinellas Counties, consists
of 69 judges—45 circuit judges and 24
county judges. As of 2026, only four
are African American and only one is
Asian American.



The struggle for equal representation on the bench is
not new. For decades, systemic barriers and longstanding
attitudes have limited opportunities for African American
judges within the Sixth Judicial Circuit. Although our courts
play a critical role in preserving justice, few citizens under-
stand how judges are selected or why judicial diversity mat-
ters.

When | retire in 2026, only one Black male judge will
remain on the Sixth Judicial Circuit bench. Concerns about
the lack of diversity have persisted for decades, not only in
our circuit but throughout Florida and across the nation.

This is not the first time our community has faced this
challenge. When Judge Frank White retired on December
31, 1993, Pinellas County became one of the few
large urban counties in Florida without an African
American judge. Unless another qualified African
American male is elected or appointed before
Judge Michael Andrews retires, history will repeat
itself.

This lack of representation stands in sharp
contrast to the population the courts serve.
Approximately 45 percent of residents within the
Sixth Judicial Circuit are people of color, including
about 18 percent African American, 15 percent
Hispanic or Latino, 8 percent Asian, and 4 percent
identifying as other or multiracial.

In Florida, judges reach the benchin one of two
ways: they are elected in nonpartisan elections or
appointed by the governorto fillvacancies through
the merit selection process. Both paths require
determination, preparation, and perseverance.
For candidates of color, however, the journey has
often been even more challenging.

So, what is the solution?

We can continue waiting for appointments that may or
may not improve representation, or we can exercise one of
the most powerful tools available to every citizen—our vote.

There remains an ongoing conversation about the need
for greater diversity in judicial appointments. At the same
time, judicial elections provide voters with an immediate op-
portunity to influence the future composition of our courts.

The Sixth Judicial Circuit is fortunate to have highly qual-
ified African American, Hispanic, and Latino attorneys who
have stepped forward to seek judicial office. They possess
impressive credentials, broad legal experience, and a deep
commitment to fairness and justice.

Rather than simply identifying problems, we must
commit ourselves to being part of the solution. One mean-
ingful step is to become informed about judicial candidates
and to participate in every election. When you cast your
ballot, don’t stop at the top of the ticket. Continue down

ST. PETERSBURG BAR ASSOCIATION PARACLETE

the ballot and vote for the local officials—including ju-
dicial candidates—who will shape the administration of
justice in your community.

Your vote has the power to influence the future of
our courts. Use it. Some may ask why, after a lifetime
on the bench and on the eve of retirement, | continue
to care so deeply about judicial diversity. The answer is
simple.

My concern has never been about ensuring that
judges look like me. It has always been about ensuring
that every citizen who walks into a courtroom believes
the justice system belongs to them as much as anyone
else. Public confidence in our courts is strengthened

when the judiciary reflects the rich diversity of the com-
munities it serves and when talented, qualified individ-
uals from every background have a genuine opportunity
to serve.

Throughout my career, | have seen young people en-
ter my courtroom carrying more than legal problems.
Many carried doubt that the system understood them
or that anyone in authority could relate to their experi-
ences. Doubt that anyone even cared about them. Even
though seeing a judge who shared aspects of their back-
ground had no bearing on the outcome of their case, it
could reinforce their belief that the justice system was
fair, accessible, and open to everyone.

As | retire, my hope is not that my seat be filled by
someone because of race. My hope is that every quali-
fied lawyer has an equal opportunity to serve and that
the next generation inherits a judiciary that reflects both
the excellence and the diversity of the people it rep-
resents. That is not about politics. It is about preserving
public trust in the courts for generations to come.

9
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I
Your Client Has a New Co-Counsel:

ChatGPT

There is a new lawyer showing
up in family law cases. It does not
charge a retainer, answers questions
at 2:00 a.m., never takes a vacation,
and is remarkably confident in its legal
opinions.

Meet your client’s new co-counsel:
ChatGPT. More and more, clients are
coming into our offices having already
“researched” their cases. They have
asked ChatGPT how much alimony
they should receive, calculated child
support, drafted parenting plan provi-
sions, analyzed their spouse’s financial
affidavits, and determined what they
are "entitled to.” Some have even asked
ChatGPT whether their lawyer, or the
judge, is wrong.

Of course, this is not entirely new.
Family lawyers have always had unoffi-
cial co-counsel. Before ChatGPT, there

By Christina Stokes

was Google, Facebook, Reddit, the
friend who just went through a divorce,
and the neighbor whose cousin had the
"exact same case” and somehow got
everything.

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is differ-
ent, though, because it does not give
you a list of search results. It gives you
an answer. And it gives that answer
with an impressive amount of con-
fidence. | recently saw a meme that
said, “Believe in yourself the way pro
se litigants believe in their Al-generat-
ed legal arguments.” | laughed because
there is more than a little truth to it.

The problem is not that Al is al-
ways wrong. It isn't. In fact, it can be

remarkably good. The problem is that
when it is wrong, it can sound just as
convincing as when it is right. It can
draft a beautiful legal argument based
on the wrong law. It can misunderstand
an important fact. And, yes, it can cite
a case that does not exist. That leaves
the lawyer explaining why the very pol-
ished analysis the client brought to the
meeting does not actually apply to a
Florida dissolution of marriage.

But | don't think our response
should be to dismiss Al or criticize cli-
ents for using it. Think about why they
are asking these questions in the first
place. Divorce and paternity cases in-
volve people’s children, homes, financ-
es, and futures. Clients are often scared



and looking for answers. If someone
spends half the night asking ChatGPT
about alimony or equitable distribu-
tion, that person is probably trying to
understand what is happening and gain
some sense of control. That is not a
bad thing.

Our job is to help them separate
good information from bad informa-
tion and, moreimportantly, put thatin-
formation into context. And we should
probably acknowledge that many law-
yers are using Al too. | certainly am.
Used appropriately, Al can summarize
documents, organize timelines, help
analyze financial information, gen-
erate ideas, and produce a very good
first draft. It can save an enormous
amount of time. That gives us more
time to do the things that actually re-
quire a lawyer.

Of course, the lawyer remains the
lawyer. The Florida Bar Ethics Opinion
24-1 makes that clear. Using generative
Al does not change our obligations

ST. PETERSBURG BAR ASSOCIATION PARACLETE 13

regarding confidentiality, competence,
accuracy, independent professional
judgment, supervision, or reasonable
fees. If ChatGPT invents a case and we
file it with the court, “ChatGPT told me
so0” is not going to be a particularly per-
suasive explanation.

And that may be the most import-
ant point. Al is changing the practice of
law, but | don’t believe it is going to re-
place family lawyers. Information is be-
coming easier than ever to obtain. But
knowing what the law says has never
been the hardest part of practicing
family law.

ChatGPT can list the statutory fac-
tors for alimony. It cannot sit across
from someone after a 25-year marriage
and recognize that what sounds like
anger may really be fear about what
life will look like next. It can draft a par-
enting plan. It cannot always recognize
that spending $10,000 fighting over
one additional overnight may not be in
anyone's best interest. It can identify a

500 200
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legal argument. It cannot always tell
you whether making that argument is
a good idea.

Family law requires judgment,
strategy, credibility, negotiation, pa-
tience, and a basic understanding of
people. Those things are difficult to put
into an algorithm.

So, the next time a client begins
a consultation with, “Well, | asked
ChatGPT . . .," resist the urge to cringe.
Ask what it said. Then do what good
family lawyers have always done: apply
the law, experience, judgment, and a
healthy dose of common sense.

For now, at least, there is still no
app for that.

Christina Stokes is a partner at Stokes Law
Firm, LLC., where she practices primarily in
familylaw and serves as a Guardian ad Litem.
She is fluent in Spanish and has a particular
interest in the intersection of technology
and the practice of family law. She can be
reached at christina@stokeslawfirm.com.
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Challenge Coins in Veterans Court

In Pinellas County we have an excellent Veterans
Treatment Court. This special division allows qualifying
veterans who are facing misdemeanor or non-violent
felony charges to enter into a treatment program
for substance abuse or mental health. Admission
is controlled by the State Attorneys Office. It is a
voluntary program closely monitored by the court
and administered by Bay Pines VA Healthcare System.
Completion of the program typically requires an
evaluation, active participation in appropriate
counseling, frequent court dates, and random urine
testing.

Once a veteran completes the treatment program
and the court enters an order dismissing the charges
against them, the veteran is presented in court with
a challenge coin. Typically, the coin is presented by
Darron Hymes, a Navy veteran himself. And
with a small touch of formality he tells
them,

“Challenge coins are given to
veterans to recognize each other
in theater. They're also given in
recognition of what is done in
the field. This challenge coin has
been presented to you on behalf
of the Sixth District Court and the
Department of Veteran Affairs in hopes
that this challenge coin is a reminder of
everything that you've gained and the positivity
you've brought. We give you this coin to remind you of
the progress that you have made in life.”

The idea is for a graduating veteran to have a
physical reminder in their pocket for times when they
need a little focus. Feeling a small object in their pocket
can bring them into the present moment and promote
a feeling of accomplishment.

Alchoholics Anonymous members also have coins
they call chips or medallions. These are small tokens
that mark days or years of sobriety. The chips symbolize
commitment to staying sober, recognition of progress,
hope, and accountability. Many consider their 24-hour

By Bruce Denson

chip to be the most significant, as recovery starts with a
single decision and is done one day at a time. Theroman
numerals in the triangle of the chip in this article marks
46 years of sobriety for one of my favorite clients.

wear a Miraculous Medal. Itis asmalloval pendant
with the Blessed Virgin Mary on the front. It was given
to me in a time of struggle by a short Catholic lady
with an instruction to wear it and put my trust in God.'
| don’t believe the medal itself to be miraculous, but it
is a small reminder from time to time of where

to direct my attention.

These touchstones have no real
powers in themselves.? Challenge
coins, chips, worry beads, and
medals are not magic talismans.
They have no power by themselves
or any monetary value. But they
can serve as a way to focus our
attention. A physical prompt for our

mental intentions.

You might want to consider putting a

touchstone like this in your pocket or around

your neck so that the next time you are bored instead

of reaching for your phone and sending your thoughts

in a myriad of directions, you touch something that
draws your attention to a place you want to focus.

Bruce Denson is a criminal defense attorney in St. Petersburg, FL.

1. Itis rather amazing what those little Catholic ladies carry around
in their purses. She also anointed me with some oil from St.
Charbel, the miracle monk of Lebanon. I'm not sure what else she
had in her handbag.

2. "Touchstone” originally referred to a stone used to test the purity
of gold. Over time, the word evolved to mean something that
serves as a standard of value or a point of focus.
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William Griffin
Over 50 Years of Advocacy

By Charles M. Samaha

A testament to professionalism and longevity, William
“Bill" Griffin celebrated his 56th year as a member of The
Florida bar in May 2026.

Bill was born in Letts, lowa, a small, agricultural town
with a population then, and now, of only a few hundred peo-
ple. He was raised on the family farm where he tended to the

crops and livestock, which included corn, pigs, sheep, and
cows as well as numerous cats and dogs. When Bill was in
the fourth grade, the family moved to Texas, and later they
moved to Colorado where his father operated a tourist des-
tination for trout fishing. For Bill's junior year in high school
the family relocated to Venice, Florida, and then returned to
lowa for his senior year.

He received his business administration and law degrees
from the University of lowa. Bill's first job out of law school

was in a Chicago bank’s trust department for two years.

However, having tasted Florida's more temperate climate,

he moved to St. Petersburg and worked in the trust depart-

ment at the First National Bank on 4th Street and Central.

About two years later he joined the Wilbur Stone’s law firm,

which became the Stone & Griffin law firm, and practiced in
the area of trust and estates, which continues to-
day. He recently became of counsel at the Johnson,
Pope, Bokor, Ruppel, & Burns law firm.

Bill finds the law extremely interesting, espe-
cially in his area of practice as every case is quite
different. He has met very interesting people over
the years, such as one man who was a guard at
the palace of Czar Nicholas II. If Bill were to offer
one piece of advice, it would be to organize your
financial affairs to make matters easier for one’s
beneficiaries.

He has two sons, Ryan and Nicholas, who are

both attorneys, and a daughter, Whitney, who is

a speech therapist at a local private school. Ryan,

who is also with Johnson Pope, served as the 2023-

2024 St. Petersburg Bar Association President. As

noted by Ryan, "My father didn't tell me how to

practice law; he lived it every day and let me watch

him do it. It is such a full-circle moment and opportunity to
now be able to practice together with him at Johnson Pope.”

When he is not practicing law, Bill enjoys Florida living
such as walking our beautiful beaches. Bill is also a co-own-
er of local restaurants and concepts: The Mandarin Hide,
Trophy Fish, EL Cap, and Perry's Porch.

Hats off to you Bill Griffin, for all your continued service
to our community!
Copyright © 2026, by Charles M. Samaha, all rights reserved.
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The Effect of Recent Amendments to
Florida Rules of Civil Procedure

As of September 1, 2026, the Florida Rules of Appel-
late Procedure require practitioners to include additional
statements and citations in appellate briefs." In particular,
Rule 9.210(b)(3) requires a “jurisdictional statement” and
9.210(b)(6) (renumbered) requires a citation to preserva-
tion. Attorneys who frequent Floida's Sixth District are likely
familiar with these requirements, as they have been a neces-
sary practice in that district since May 2024.?

Rule 9.210(b)(3) - Jurisdictional Statement

Rule 9.210(b)(3) requires “a jurisdictional statement in-
cluding: (A) the basis for claiming that the judgment or order
appealed from is final; or (B) if nonfinal, the basis for claim-
ing that the judgment or order appealed from is otherwise
appealable, including the procedural rule and/or statutory
provision upon which jurisdiction rests along with a concise
statement of the relevant facts establishing jurisdiction ... ."
The requirements of this rule are evident from the language.
But practically, for appellees, the jurisdictional statement
can have the same effect as a motion to dismiss. Therefore,

By Gabriella Lopez

the establishment of this rule may impact the way practi-
tioners approach motions to dismiss.

Rule 9.210(b)(6) - Citation to Preservation

Rule 9.210(b)(6) now requires “for each issue presented,
argument with citation to appropriate authorities, a citation
to the record on appeal where the issue was preserved, and
a statement of the applicable appellate standard of review.”
The difference here from the prior version of the rule is the
requirement of “a citation to the record on appeal where the
issue was preserved.” For appellants, this rule emphasizes
the necessity to evaluate preservation at the beginning of
the briefing process, rather than the first mention being in
the reply brief.

The commonality among these amendments is to en-
courage both parties to evaluate appeals in depth prior to
utilizing significant judicial resources.

Effect on Answer Briefs

Notably, Rule 9.210(b), discussed above, governs “Con-
tents of Initial Brief” However, Rule 9.210(c), governing
“Contents of Answer Brief,” states “[t]he answer brief must
be prepared in the same manner as the initial brief, provid-
ed that the statement of the case and of the facts may be
omitted, if the corresponding section of the initial brief is
deemed satisfactory.” Reading these rules in tandem, the
question becomes: Should an answer brief include a jurisdic-
tional statement and preservation citations? A close read-
ing of these rules suggests this question should be answered
in the affirmative. The burden of establishing jurisdiction
and preservation regularly falls on the appellant. However,
the language of 9.210(c) expressly addresses omission of
the statement of the case and facts. The rule’s failure to do
the same for the jurisdictional statement or the citations
to preservation leads to the conclusion that it is likely best
practice to include these new portions in answer briefs.

Gabriella Lopez is an associate attorney in the Appellate Group
at Banker Lopez Gassler PA. Outside of work she volunteers as an
attorney coach for local high school mock trial and moot court
teams.

1. In Re: Amends. to Fla. R. of App. Pro., No. SC2025-0241, 434 So. 3d
978 (Fla. 2026).

2. Fla. 6th Dist. Ct. App. Admin. Order No. A024-01 (May 30, 2024).



ST. PETERSBURG BAR ASSOCIATION PARACLETE 21
|

BUILT ON TRUST.
Proven Over Time.

For 25 years we have been partnering with
Tampa Bay's Trusted Advisors for the benefit
of our mutual clients.

DISCOVER THE DIFFERENCE.

FLORIDA @ TRUST

WEALTH MANAGEMENT

Investment Management floridatrust.com
Trust & Estate Administration

Family Office Services Tampa | St. Petersburg
Wealth Transfer Strategies Belleair Bluffs | Tarpon Springs

Not FDIC Insured. Investments involve risk and are not guaranteed.

MOTORVEHICLE ACCIDENTS Emerson Straw Injury & Accident Lawyers
TRUCKING ACCIDENTS

MEDICAL MALPRACTICE
PRENISES LABILITY EMERSON | STRAW
SLIP AND FALL INJURY LAW
(727) 821-1500 OFFICES IN:

Emersonstraw.com ST. PETERSBURG + NEW PORT RICHEY « PALM HARBOR - ST. AUGUSTINE




22 PARACLETE NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2026

How a Tort Reform Bill Gave a
New Tool to Property Owners

By Jon Mayhugh and Leah Ellington

When House Bill 837 was signed into law on March 21,
2023, it was clear that it was going to have a substantial im-
pact on nearly every attorney’s practice in the State of Florida
going forward. Practitioners immediately focused on the most
dramatic and sweeping changes, such as the shortened statute
of limitations for general negligence, the shift to a modified
comparative fault standard, and major overhauls to bad-faith
litigation. This resulted in March 2023 breaking the record for
the number of documents filed through the E-Filing Portal in a
single month.

Less noticeably, a powerful statutory tool included in
House Bill 837 designed specifically to shield property owners
from negligent security claims was also enacted: Florida Stat-
ute §768.0706. Could this also be the answer to such liability in
a condominium setting?

Historically, multifamily residential property owners have
faced intense exposure when third-party criminal acts oc-
curred on their premises, with resulting claims typically fall-
ing under the doctrine of passive premises liability. Section
768.0706 fundamentally alters this dynamic by establishing an
incentive-based safe harbor. If an owner or principal operator
of a multifamily residential property (defined as five or more
dwelling units) “substantially implements” a statutory check-
list of security measures, they earn a presumption against civil
liability for third-party criminal acts committed on the proper-
ty by non-employees.

The Statutory Safe Harbor Checklist

To earn this defensive presumption, the property owner
bears the burden of proving the substantial implementation
of the following security measures exactly as outlined in the
statute:

A security camera system at points of entry and exit which
records, and maintains as retrievable for at least 30 days,
video footage to assist in offender identification and ap-
prehension.

« A lighted parking lot illuminated at an intensity of at least
an average of 1.8 foot-candles per square foot at 18 inches
above the surface from dusk until dawn, or controlled by a
photocell or similar electronic device.

 Lighting in walkways, laundry rooms, common areas, and
porches that is illuminated from dusk until dawn or con-
trolled by a photocell.

» At least a 1-inch deadbolt in each dwelling unit door.

» Alocking device on each window, each exterior sliding door,

and any other doors not used for community purposes.
« Locked gates with key or fob access along pool fence areas.

» A peephole or door viewer on each dwelling unit door that
does not include a window or does not have a window next
to the door.

As of January 1, 2025, the owner must have a crime preven-
tion through environmental design (CPTED) assessment that
is no more than three years old. This assessment must be per-
formed by a law enforcement agency or a designated Florida
CPTED Practitioner, and the owner must remain in substantial
compliance with its findings.

As of January 1, 2025, the owner must provide proper crime
deterrence and safety training to its current employees. Fur-
thermore, for any employee hired after January 1, 2025, this
training must be completed within 60-days of their hire date.
The training must familiarize employees with the security prin-
ciples and be reviewed at least every three years.

Importantly, §768.0706 expressly does not create a private
cause of action or establish a new legal duty of care; it func-
tions exclusively as a defense for the property owner or man-
agement company.

When paired with companion statute Fla. Stat. §768.0701,
which requires juries to apportion fault to all contributing per-
sons, including the intentional criminal actor in premises lia-
bility suits, §768.0706 gives property owners a multi-layered
shield against massive judgments.

To deploy this defense effectively, preparation must occur
long before a lawsuit is served. Because the burden of proof
rests entirely on the property owner to demonstrate “substan-
tial implementation,” defense counsel and property managers
should establish a clear documentary audit trail. This means
maintaining camera retention logs, lighting inspection reports,
CPTED certificates, and detailed employee onboarding logs
demonstrating training compliance within the statutory 60-
day hiring window.

In addition to entities such as owners of apartment com-
plexes taking advantage of this statute, condominium associ-
ations may be able to utilize §768.0706 as well. A condomini-
um consisting of five or more dwelling units on one parcel of
land (with a distinct parcel identification number) is included
in the definition of “multifamily residential property” found in
§768.0706. Assuming that a condominium association may be
considered an “owner or principal operator” under this statute,



if the condominium association substantially implements the
security measures described above then it will have a presump-
tion against liability in connection with criminal acts that occur
on the premises which are committed by third parties who are
not employees or agents of the association.

However, implementation of most of these security mea-
sures would result in material alterations of the common ele-
ments, which in many condominiums would require a vote of
the association membership, depending on whether and how
the declaration of condominium addresses material alter-
ations. That, and the fact that §768.0706 is not entirely clear
regarding whether a condominium association is considered an
“owner or principal operator”, may be why many associations
have not implemented the measures of this statute. And un-
less statutory amendments are enacted in this regard, that will
likely remain the case.

Jon Mayhugh is a partner at Battaglia, Ross, Dicus & McQuaid,
PA., where he serves as the head of the firm’s real estate group. His
practice is centered on advising clients through a variety of corporate
and real property matters. He handles cases and transactions across
multiple jurisdictions, representing clients in both Florida and North
Carolina.

Leah Ellington is a Florida Bar Board Certified Expert in Condominium
and Planned Development Law. She represents HOAs, Condominium
Associations, and Cooperatives in the Tampa Bay area, Manatee and
Sarasota Counties, and beyond.
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Aging in Place and the Prevention of
Senior Homelessness

“Aging in place” refers to allow-
ing an older adult to remain safe and
independent in their own home and
community for as long as possible,
as opposed to being forced to move
due to financial hardship, disability, or
eviction. Lack of support can also cre-
ate a barrier to a senior aging in place.
The National Center on Law and Elder
rights emphasizes that the concept en-
compasses more than just staying in
one’s house. Successful aging in place
requires (in addition to stable housing)
access to healthcare, transportation,
food, home-based care and services
and, most importantly for this audi-
ence, legal protections.

The issues that lead to senior
homelessness often start gradually. Ex-
amples of issues that can lead to senior
homelessness include a rent increase

SHEA

MEDIATION

sheamediation.com

By Julie Podolsky

that exceeds a senior's fixed income;
an eviction or foreclosure (possibly re-
lated to a reverse mortgage); the loss
of a spouse or caregiver; an unexpected
medical expense; loss or denial of so-
cial security benefits (SSDI or SSI), Med-
icaid, SNAP or housing assistance; elder
abuse, including financial exploitation;
a necessary disability accommodation
that a landlord refuses; and problems
with mobile homes or subsidized hous-
ing.? The list goes on.

How Gulfcoast Legal

Services is Helping

Gulfcoast Legal Services, in part-
nership with the American Bar As-
sociation, is proud to announce
the Next 50 Project, an initiative ded-
icated to helping adults age 50 and
older remain safe, informed, and inde-

pendent by increasing access to legal
information and resources. As part of
this project, we have developed a se-
ries of professionally designed educa-
tional brochures addressing common
legal issues that impact older adults,
including landlord-tenant matters,
scams and financial exploitation, re-
verse mortgages, and other topics
that can affect an individual's ability
to age in place. We are also presenting
continuing legal education (CLE) pro-
grams focused on topics as part of the
project. The topics include landlord/
tenant, probate and estate planning,
foreclosure, and bankruptcy.

How You Can Help

Volunteer to take a case with Gulf-
coast Legal Services in any of these ar-
eas: eviction defense, landlord-tenant
advocacy, foreclosure assistance,
public benefits assistance, probate
administration or addressing financial
exploitation.

Provide financial assistance to print
informational brochures developed
by the American Bar Association and
Gulfcoast Legal Services.

Julie Podolsky currently serves with Gulfcoast
Legal Services, where she focuses on pro
bono attorney recruitment, community
partnerships, and expanding legal resources
for Gulfcoast clients as the Deputy Director
of the Pro Bono Department.

1. National Center on Law and Elder Rights
Partnerships and Home & Community
Based Services, October 2024.

2. American Bar Association, How to
Support Older Adults Through Legal
Advocacy, August 2026.
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Puppy Fun! st. Petersburg Bar Association Past
President Hutch Pinder and his family are enjoying

their new Golden Retriever puppy, Parker!

Mentorship and Connection!

St. Petersburg Bar Association (SPBA)
President Elect Catherine Henry and Past
President Jounice Nealy-Brown enjoyed
connecting with past SPBA Journey to
Esquire Scholarship recipients Forest
Sutton and Logan Jackson at the Prac-
tice Pathways Panel hosted by Stetson's
Black Law Students Association (BLSA).
Congratulations to BLSA President Jas-
mon Stuart on hosting a great event!

Would you like to share something
good? Submit to Melissa Byers at
Mbyers@stpetebar.com

Sweet Baby!

Ron and Maria Gregory are
beyond excited and blessed to
welcome granddaughter Sophia
Maria Chambers on August
18, 2026. Congratulations to
their daughter and son-in-law,
Anastasia and Ellis Chambers.
The happy grandparents enjoy
visiting Sophia every few weeks
in Gainesville.
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Congratulations to

Bill McQueen

Yecognized as St. Petersburg’s

“Lawyer of the Year” LEGACY

PROTECTION
Trusts & Estates LAWYERS, LLP

Celebrating an Exceptional Distinction

William Battle McQueen

* Trusts and Estates
* Closely Held Companies
* Family Businesses

William Battle McQueen has been recognized
by Best Lawyers® as the 2026 Trusts &
Estates “Lawyer of the Year” in St. Petersburg.
This honor is awarded annually to only one
lawyer by practice area in each region with
extremely high overall feedback from their
peers, making it both competitive and
rewarding.

Estate Planning « Probate & Trust Administration « Will & Trust Litigation

Asset Protection * Business Formation & Exit Planning

727.471.5868 < LegacyProtectionLawyers.com
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Johnson Pope Welcomes
Kevin S. Hennessy

to its Environmental and Land Use practice.

He advises clients on environmental compliance,
permitting, and enforcement, helping businesses
navigate complex regulations and manage risk.
His addition strengthens the firm’s environmental
capabilities across Florida.

Connect with Kevin S. Hennessy
to learn more.

www.jpfirm.com
St. Petersburg | Tampa | Clearwater
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PFAWL Inspiring Women Lawyers and

Building Connections

PFAWL hosted its annual fall membership drive at
FloridaRAMA in September. If you're interested in joining
PFAWL, please visit our website PFAWL.org and see what
makes PFAWL such a special community of women in the
legal profession. Build meaningful connections, grow your
professional network, get involved in your community, and
surround yourself with women who support, inspire, and
empower one another. As a member of PFAWL, you also
gain free CLE opportunities, access to events, communi-
ty, and membership to the Florida statewide organization
FAWL. PFAWL's September social was at the Study Lounge in
St Pete, and it was a fun event to meaningfully connect with
colleagues. Stay tuned on PFAWL's website, newsletter, or
social accounts for details on the next one!

By Alexis Selvy

The Accountants, Banking, Lawyers, and Engineers
(ABLE) annual reception was held in October at the Feather
Sound Country Club where an engaging discussion with
distinguished professionals took place as they shared
insights into current trends and offered valuable career
insights. This was an opportunity to learn from leaders and
connect with fellow professionals. Founded in 1987, ABLE
is a collaborative network aimed at fostering connections
among women professionals in accounting, banking, law,
and engineering. The state-wide organization FAWL held a
Seasons of Building conference and CLE program in October
at the Le Meridien with the Hillsborough County chapter,
HAWL, in Tampa. Attendees heard enlightening discussion
topics such as: What They Don’t Teach You In Law School,
The Business of Law—What No One Explains, Law Careers
Aren’t Linear, Al as a Career Multiplier, Not a Threat, Pro Bono
Opportunities for Attorneys, and Mental Health: Practicing
with Empathy with Professionalism Component.

Member Highlights:

Congratulations to PFAWL member Elizabeth “Liz"
Constantine on winning the election for Circuit Court Judge
for the Sixth Judicial Circuit of Florida! PFAWL President
Jennifer Codding launched a new law practice Codding Law,
P.A. in St. Petersburg with a focus on real estate law. She
is licensed to practice law in New Hampshire and Florida.
PFAWL Public Relations Director Alexis Selvy met the
application requirements, passed the board certification
exam, and is now board certified in construction law by The
Florida Bar.

Upcoming Events:

Please visit PFAWL's website for details of the annual
holiday party. We'd love to see you there! We also encour-
age you to sign up for our monthly e-newsletter and e-mail
list, as events are being added regularly. Follow us on social
media or contact us at pfawl.org.

Alexis Selvy is the Public Relations Director on the PFAWL board.
Alexis is a Florida board certified construction law attorney. She
practices in the areas of construction law, consumer fraud, and
commercial civil litigation matters. She practices law at Dogali
Selvy Law, PA. in Clearwater and serves on the Clearwater Bar
Foundation Board of Trustees. Alexis can be reached at aselvy@

dogalilaw.com.
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A Message from the YLS President

Beyond the Billable Hour

In my previous Young Lawyers
Section (YLS) President’s Message,
Fostering Longevity Among Young
Lawyers, | noted that relationships
are not only the building blocks of
life, but also key to sustaining a long-
term career. Lawyers are trained to
prioritize cases over their personal lives.
They often prioritize rigid
court deadlines and juggle
the constant pressure of
billable hours. Despite this,
| believe that the legal field
is fundamentally a human
business and that a fulfilling
careerincludesthecultivation
of personal relationships.

Behind the adversarial nature

of litigation, lawyers are
navigating the same unique

stressors. This unique shared
experience is exactly why

stepping away from your

desk to build a community with your
fellow lawyers is not simply a social
outlet—it's a professional necessity.

Gathering at your local St. Pete Bar

By Amy Currotto

event provides an opportunity to share
struggles and support one another in
the profession. It's realizing you are
not alone. The beauty
of legal community
involvement is that it
rewards individuals who
put  themselves out
there. The connections
transcend professional
camaraderie and deeply
impact your personal
life. As an example,
consider former YLS Vice-
President Tyler Caley's
journey. Like many young
attorneys, Tyler attended
SPBA's mid-week mixer
hosted at Trophy Fish to build his
practice and meet colleagues. While
Tyler walked away with several business
cards, he also met his future wife, Ashley

kevlinmediation.com
727.404.4855

Keelefas, another St. Pete Bar member
attending the mid-week mixer. What
started as a conversation about their
respective practices turned into a deep
connection. | recently had the honor of
attending Tyler and Ashley’s wedding in
Istanbul, Turkey. They tied the knot on
September 22, 2026.

The law will always be a
demanding profession, but it
does not need to be a lonely one.

My aspiration this year is to
prioritize opportunities to build personal
relationships with our colleagues. |
encourage all the young lawyers to join
me in reengaging professionalism to
support longevity and the well-being of
our fellow colleagues.

YLS Vice Chair, Gabrielle Englander
Davis, and | invite you to take an active
role in the St. Pete Bar's many social
events hosted to strengthen camarade-
rie. Kickoff the holiday season by joining
us at the November 5, 2026 YLS Social
hosted at Bar Mezzo. Keep an eye on the
SPBA website and consider registering
for an event. We look forward to con-
necting soon!
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Caveat Lessee -

Let the Renter Beware

“This is a bunch of BS,” my son said
as he placed the legal pad on the kitchen
counter. He had just finished reading a list
of highlights from a lease he was consid-
ering for a small house in St. Petersburg.
Some of the restrictions that bothered
him included: no guest stays longer than
72 hours, no fire pits, no generators, no
rechargeable equipment, and no candles
inside the house. A couple of the more
substantive issues that got under his skin
were the ten percent late fee imposed if
the rent was paid after the fourth day of
the month, the landlord’s ability to issue
a three-day notice if the rent wasn't paid
on the 1st, and a requirement for the ten-
ants to give 60 days' notice before the
lease end if they didn't intend to contin-
ue the lease for a second year—despite
having a written agreed date upon which
the lease ended.

Florida is widely considered a land-
lord-friendly state, perhaps one of the
most landlord-friendly in the country.
Most of the above-noted provisions,
even some of the more heavy-handed
ones, are quite common in leases. It is
easy for a landlord to start and finalize
eviction proceedings; it is less easy for
tenants to seek relief from errant land-
lords. Tenants do have some rights, but
they are few and not well-known. Where
can a tenant turn for help to learn and
enforce their rights?

If you answered the Community Law
Program (CLP), you are right. CLP has a
lawyer, Brooks Fusselman, on staff who
specializes in landlord/tenant issues,
and who coordinates with other com-
munity housing resources such as the
Homeless Leadership Alliance, Boley

By Gay L. Inskeep

Center, St. Vincent de Paul, Habitat for
Humanity, and the St. Petersburg Library
System. At a recent event at the Lawyers
in Libraries program at the James Weldon
Johnson library, tenants explained com-
mon challenges to Fusselman that they
experienced with landlords. The top con-
cerns seemed to be unresponsiveness to
issues such as pest control, broken appli-
ances, non-functioning air conditioning
units (interestingly, working A/Cis not a
right in Florida, unless specifically stat-
ed in a lease), broken windows, and oth-
er needed repairs. Fusselman explained
that for tenants to move forward with
requesting landlord action, the tenant
must be current on rent. If that criteri-
on is met, then the tenant has a couple
of options. The first is to document the
problems with photos and notify city
code enforcement. The second is to file
a complaint with the courts for rent re-
duction as a possible remedy.

Another interesting issue raised at
the tenant session was that an increase
in rentis considered a lease modification,
so it must be in writing with thirty days’
notice. Also, when a written lease ends, if
itis not renewed in writing but the tenant
and the landlord agree to continued hab-
itation, the lease becomes month-to-
month. A final important piece of infor-
mation was that a tenant should never
opt-in to receive notice from a landlord
via e-mail. Many people do not check
their e-mail messages frequently enough
and consequently may miss an import-
ant deadline. Also, e-mail messages can
get caught in spam folders or disappear
into cyber space. Because timeframes
are usually short, a tenant should al-
ways request written notice via regular

mail. (Side note: when my son ultimately
signed the lease | referenced in the first
paragraph, it was very difficult for him
to opt out of legal notice by e-mail. The
property manager filled out the electron-
ic lease in such a manner that guided
him to opt-in. When he declined, he got
a bit of a runaround but ultimately was
able to opt out and the landlord is now
required to send notice by regular mail.)

In addition to addressing housing
and tenant rights, the Lawyers in Librar-
ies program has also included topics
such as elder law, wills, advanced direc-
tives, probate law, and record sealing/
expungement. The librarians who coor-
dinate the program request topics based
on community feedback, which typically
creates a built-in audience when the ses-
sions take place. St. Petersburg Library
locations typically used for the program
are the James Weldon Johnson Commu-
nity Library, 1059 18th Ave. S., and the
President Barack Obama Main Library,
3745 9th Ave. N. There is no cost to par-
ticipate, but registration through the li-
brary’s website is encouraged.

If you have any questions about the
Lawyers in Libraries or other programs,
please contact the CLP office at 727-582-
7480 or by email at clunsford@lawpro-

gram.org.

Finally, the CLP welcomes monetary
donations through https://shorturl.at/
Y6RFS.

Gay Inskeep is a retired Trial Courts
Administrator for the Sixth Judicial Circuit
and a member of the Community Law
Program Board.
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A Thousand Words

If a photo is worth a thousand words,
muralist Ralph Gilbert's mural
speaks volumes. A beautiful
tapestry of storytelling, the long-
anticipated mural was mounted

in the Second District Court of
Appeal Courthouse in July 2026.

Gilbert shared his thought
process and inspiration in
creating this beautiful artwork:

“This mural is painted in oils on

canvas, mounted overhead in

the rotunda, the court’s main entrance.
The theme is judicial, which would be
challenging under any circumstances,
but particularly in a court of appeal. This
is a court in which the main activities

are reading and writing. There are no

trials, defendants, witnesses, juries or

evidence. So, the challenge was to create
a sense of movement and
drama, to incorporate
the architecture of the
new  courthouse, to
refer to the surrounding
landscape, to bring color
and life to an institutional
space, and to honor the
dignity of the court and
its processes.”

Based in Atlanta,
Gilbert is an experienced painter whose
work captures diverse cultures, history,
and connection to communities. Previous
large public projects include the Los
Angeles Metropolitan Transportation

Authority; the Lilly Library of Indiana
University; the Key West City Hall; the
Milton S. Hershey Medical Center of
Pennsylvania State University; the St.
Paul Union Depot in Minnesota; the
Piedmont Park Conservancy in Atlanta;
and a series of 24 paintings for the Milken
Family Foundation in Santa Monica,
California.

Gilbert has succeeded in bringing
color, movement, and humanity to
a place where justice is most often
expressed through the written word.

Fun Fact: St. Petersburg Bar Association
Executive Director Melissa Byers’ son,
Noah Byers, was one of a two-person
team that Gilbert commissioned through
the Salvador Dali Museum to mount the
artwork.
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SEATE  LEARN MORE AT:
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Thank You to Our 2026 Corporate & Community Partners.

RAYMOND JAMES  JPMorganChase

-TECO

TAMPA ELECTRIC
AAAAAAAAAAAAAA

The Spurlino
Foundation

Meet Our 2026 Justice Fellows, and join them in creating Pathways to Justice.

LEADING JUSTICE FELLOW
Alison & Patrick Allman Il

Karen M. Buesing

Robert H. Buesing

Richard Moore & Christine Derr
Harley E. Riedel Il

Ellen S. Stichter

ADVANCING JUSTICE FELLOW
R. Thomas Elligett, Jr.

GUIDING JUSTICE FELLOW

Michael A. Bedke

Robert S. Bolt

Angela P. Bryant

Kathleen Kloiber &
Jonathan Koch

Joseph H. Lang, Jr.

Frederick M. Rothenberg

W. Cary Wright

Gwynne A. Young

Terry A. Zitek

DEFENDING JUSTICE FELLOW

Rosemary E. Armstrong

Sarah M. Baggett

Kiara Bailey

Stephen M. Barbas

Andrew H. Bell

Cathleen Bell Bremmer

Elizabeth B. Castor

Lisabeth W. Chambers

Robert W. Clark

Curt P. Creely

John D. Emmanuel

Robert S. Freedman

Joyce T. Garabrant

George F. Gramling llI

Elizabeth L. Hapner

Jason W. Imler

K. Dean Kantaras

Peter B. King

Hon. Edward & Jane LaRose

Katherine Logue
Jordan D. Maglich
Evan M. Malloy

Laurie Bain Martin
Hon. James S. Moody, Jr.
Eric and Lyris Newman
Hon. Peggy A. Quince
Heidi Hudson Raschke
Craig E. Rothburd
Joseph W.N. Rugg
Efstratios M. Serbanos
Steven J. Stichter
Molly E. Thomas
Gerard F. Wehle, Jr.
Andrea E. Zelman

JUSTICE FELLOW

Townsend J. Belt

Hon. Herbert M. Berkowitz

John C. Bierley

Jeanette H. Blanco

Jennifer A. Burns

Susan E. Burrell

Christa M. Carpenter

Crews W. Chambers

Daniel E. Dias

Brian J. Fender

Hon. Marion Lucas Fleming

Brenan B. Fletcher

Michael D. Ginsberg

Danielle R. Green

Susan G. Haubenstock

Roxanne M. Henry

Sami J. Hijab

Scott C. llgenfritz

Hon. Claudia & Woodson
[som, Jr.

Vashti Jattansingh

C. Cole Jeffries

Kevin D. Johnson
Kristin R.H. Kirkner
Dennis J. LeVine
Morris C. Massey
Kathleen S. McLeroy
Elita C. McMillon

Jason P. Mehta

Hon. Manuel Menendez, Jr.
Kimbel L. Merlin

Mark E. Miller

Linda M. Miulli

Carol Still Moody
Rodney W. Morgan
Amanda Morton Redick
Andrew M. O'Malley
Megan A. Odroniec

D. Lawrence Rayburn
Ronald L. Roodhouse, Jr.
Alex M. Sarsfield

Harold A. Saul

Bo Sellitti

Stacy E. Strohauer Son
Sarah Richardson Straley
Stephen B. Straske
Steven A. Strickland
Stephen K. Stuart

J. Coy Stull

James D. Thaler, Jr.
Stella F. Thayer
Kenneth A. Tinkler
Amanda M. Uliano
Joseph H. Varner Il
Susan E. Johnson-Velez
J. Gary Walker
Suzanne E. Ward
Charles S. White

James J. Wimsatt

Peter J. Winders

Mark H. Wright



888 Legal, PLLC
Gail Martin
Abercrombie, P.A.
Law Office of Christopher
T. Abrunzo, PLLC
Akel Law
Anton Garcia Law
Armando Personal
Injury Law
Banker Lopez
Gassler PA.
London Bates Law
Michael Beck Law, PLLC
Bell Law Group
Betras Kopp LLC
Richard A. Bokor, P.A.
Eric Boles Law Firm
Brandon Family Law
Center LLC
Brandon Legal Group
Brannock Berman
& Seider
Buell Elligett Farrior
& Faircloth, P.A.
Walter Bullington Law
Burnett Law, PA.
Doug Burns, PA.
Burr & Forman
Carey, O'Malley,
Whitaker,
Mueller, Roberts
& Smith, P.A.
Carney Law Firm, PA.
Law Offices of Julia
Best Chase, PA.
Stephen C.
Cheeseman, P.A.
Preston O. Cockey
Jr, PA.
Law Office of Jeanne
L. Coleman
Conwell Business
Law, LLLP
Dara Cooley Law
Cooper Estate
Law, PLLC
Cortes Hodz Family
Law &
Mediation, P.A.
Danahy &
Dunnavant, P.A.
Da Silva Law Firm, P.A.
Sharon Docherty
Danco, PLLC
de la Parte, Gilbert,
McNamara &
Caldevilla, P.A.

R. Michael
DelLoach, PA.
Delzer, Coulter &
Bell, PA.
The Denson Firm
The Diamond Law Firm
Driscoll Mediations
Greg W.
Dworzanowski, P.A.
Eaton Law
Epperson & Rich, PLLC
Family Diplomacy
Collaborative
Law Firm
The Fernandez Firm
Paul Figueroa Law
FordHarrison LLP
Frost Family Law, PA.
Gilbert Garcia
Group, PA.
Leo D. Gomez, PA.
Greco, Wozniak &
Ruiz-Carus, P.A.
Melvia B. Green, P.A.
Law Offices Of Richard
D. Green
Gunn Appellate
Practice, PA.
Gunn Law Group, PA.
Gunster
Linda C. Hanna, PA.
Hapner Law
Harris, Hunt & Derr, P.A.
Law Office of Heather
A. Harwell, PLLC
Law Office of Susan
G. Haubenstock
Hilary High, P.A.
Hill Ward Henderson
Hobbs & Hobbs, P.L.
Eric A. Houghton,
Attorney At Law
Fraser Himes, P.A.
Hunter Injury Lawyers
Cady L. Huss, PA.
Imler Law
Jeeves Law Group, P.A.
Christie S. Jones, P.A.
Joyce & Reyes Law Firm
Kay Family Law PLLC
KD Mediation
Kennedy Law Group
Kilinski | Van Wyk
Peter B. King Mediation
The Law Firm of
Vanessa L. King
Kirkner Family Law Group

Bl Stand for Justice in 2026

Scan to join or visit bals.org/slf-join
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THANK YOU SUSTAINING LAW FIRMS

Michael J. Kohl, P.A.
Kynes, Markman &

Felman, P.A.
La Cava Jacobson
Law Office of R. Michael

Larrinaga, P.A.
Lauro & Singer
Lee Injury Law

Firm, PLLC
Legacy Protection

Lawyers, LLP
Leon & Berg, PA.
Vincent A. Leto, P.A.
Lieberman PLLC
Mark A. Linsky, P.A.
Ray C. Lopez, PA.
Law Office of Ricardeau

Lucceus, PLLC
Magaziner Law, P.A.
Matthews Law &

Associates
McKnight Law Group
Mendes, Reins &

Wilander, PLLC
Lawrence E.

Miccolis, P.A.
H. Lee Moffitt, P.A.
Mombrun Law, PLLC
Monticello Law Firm
Denny Morgenstern, PLLC
Murray Law Group
Nutter Law Group, P.A.
FL Patel Law, PLLC
Peacock Law & Mediation
David Peck Law PLLC
Alice M. Porch, PA.
Lizbeth Potts, PA.
Probasco Singer

Bayne, PLLC
Quezon Law
John H. Rains Ill, P.A.
Reed & Reed Law, PLLC
Rachael Reese, PA.
Rinaldo Law Group
Rissman
Irene M. Rodriguez, P.A.
Roman & Roman, P.A.
Roodhouse Law, PLLC
Craig E. Rothburd, P.A.
Amy Ruiz Law, PL
Rumberger | Kirk
Joseph C. Russo, P.A.
Ryan Construction Law
Rywant Alvarez

Jones Russo

& Guyton, PA.
Gordon J. Schiff, PA.

Scully | Torres, Marital

& Family Law
Semanoff Ormsby

Greenberg &

Torchia, LLC
Sessums Black, P.A.
Jeffrey C. Shannon, P.A.
Shasteen Law, PA.
Shullman Fugate PLLC
Shutts & Bowen LLP
Sibley, PL
Slutzky Law Firm
Christopher J.

Smith, P.A.
Malcolm R. Smith, P.A.
Smith, Tozian, Daniel &

Davis, PA.
Solomon Law Group
Sperry Law Firm
Stearns Weaver Miller
Stearns, Williams &

Doddridge, P.A.
Stichter Riedel Blain

& Postler, PA.
Stuart &

Strickland, P.A.

R. Jeffrey Stull, PA.
Tate | Healey | Webster
Thaler Law Firm, P.A.
Tischhauser

Law Group
Law Office of Amanda

M. Uliano, P.A.
Law Offices of

Joseph

Vecchioli, P.A.
Wagner, MclLaughlin &

Whittemore
Rory B. Weiner, PA.
Wenzel Fenton

Cabassa, PA.
Deborah Larned

Werner, P.A.
Charles S. White, PA.
Teresa P. Williams, P.A.
Winters & Yonker, P.A.
Tom Young, Mediator,

Arbitrator, Special

Magistrate
Young & Partners, LLP
Zakhari PLLC
ZHL Mediation
Zuckerman

Spaeder LLP

LEGAL SERVICES

A NONPROFIT LAW FIRM

f* BAY AREA
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Professionalism. Longevity. Legend.

What's it like to be in a huddle
strategizing football plays with

Lynn Swann and Terry Bradshaw? St.

Petersburg Bar Association (SPBA)
members were treated to an uplift-
ing, behind the scenes presentation
with Hall of Famer Lynn Swann at
the October membership luncheon!
From personal stories that included

guidance in approaching business
with integrity, to a breakdown of
football plays that led to four Super
Bowl championships, this was a
must-see event! Members also con-
nected and offered condolences to
special guests Lois and George Cozzi
and Michael Montgomery, family of
past SPBA leader Steven Cozzi.
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YOUR CLIENT’S
CONFIDENCE

Your office is often the first impression your firm makes.
Before the consultation begins, before a document is
signed, and before a case is discussed, your clients
have already formed an opinion based on where

you welcome them.

offers a professional office
environment designed for law firms that value
accessibility, client experience and long-term presence.

PROFESSIONAL OFFICE SPACE AVAILABLE | Up to

al F5 i, &

EXCEPTIONAL FLEXIBLE OFFICE PRIVATE PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIVE
CLIENT PARKING CONFIGURATIONS ELEVATOR ACCESS ON-SITE MANAGEMENT OWNERSHIP

L

(Divisible)

MINUTES FROM
DOWNTOWN
ST. PETERSBURG

[
LOCATED IN SKYWAY
MARINA DISTRICT

Richard D. Wilkes, Owner & Developer

727.415.0412

DEVELOPMENT ExploreREdevelopment.com

INTENTIONAL SPACES
IN BEAUTIFUL PLACES
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Bite Back: Handling the Uninsured

Bed Bug Injury Case

Florida's peak travel season brings millions of travelers
into hotels, motels, resorts, and short-term rentals. Lawyers
receive the inevitable call: “I was bitten by bed bugs. Do | have
a case?” Then comes the coverage problem: the operator is
uninsured, or its liability policy excludes infestation claims.

Lawyers are reluctant to handle uninsured cases. But
"uninsured” should not mean “worthless.” Before
declining the case, bite back and determine
whether there is a viable claim, a collectible
defendant, and a path to resolution.

A hotel guest is a business invitee. The
premises operator must use reasonable care
to maintain safe premises and warn of con-
cealed dangers that are or should be known to
it. For the guest, the case seems simple: bed
bugs were in the room, bites occurred, and
the property should be responsible. That is
the client’s lived reality, but not necessarily the
legal reality. Presence and injury may prove a danger-
ous condition and causation; they do not automatically
prove negligence. The claimant must also establish that the
property knew or should have known of the infestation and
failed to inspect, investigate, warn, isolate, treat, or remove
the room from service. That evidentiary gap is where these
cases are won or lost.

In St. Joseph’s Hospital v. Cowart, a patient was bitten by a
black widow spider concealed in a hospital gown.' The court
reversed a plaintiff’s verdict because there was no evidence of
deficient pest control, infestation, prior black-widow sight-
ings, or feasible means of preventing spiders from entering.
Cowart’s lesson is straightforward: prove notice or an unrea-
sonable response, not merely the bite.

Bed bugs require a different factual analysis. They are not
a cleanliness problem and generally do not wander inside
from outdoors. They are hitchhikers carried by prior guests
on luggage, clothing, shoes, and personal belongings. Liabil-
ity turns on the property’s inspection, complaint-escalation,
documentation, treatment, and re-rental practices.

Prior-incident discovery is critical. Universal City
Development Partners, Ltd. v. Williams teaches that prior
incidents must be substantially similar, reasonably close
in time, and appropriately limited. Seek pre-incident
complaints involving the same room, adjoining rooms,

By Andres . Beregovich

floor, or building; pest-control records; work orders; room-

out-of-service records; employee reports; treatment
recommendations; and communications among
ownership, management, franchisors, booking
platforms, contractors, and insurers.?

Coverage is not collectability. Investigate every
potentially responsible entity: the property own-
er, operator, management company, franchisee,
pest-control contractor, housekeeping contrac-
tor, and rental host. Obtain management agree-

ments, leases, vendor contracts, indemnity

provisions, corporate records, and certifi-

cates of insurance. A defendant may

own real estate, receive sub-

stantial booking revenue, main-

tain operating accounts, or pos-

sess contractual indemnity rights. One

policy exclusion does not establish that every
defendant, policy, or indemnitor is unavailable.

Interview the claimant and preserve evidence immedi-
ately. Secure dated photographs, videos, communications,
booking records, receipts, medical records, scar progression,
witness information, and any specimen. Determine what em-
ployees said, whether another room was offered, whether the
property acknowledged bed bugs, and whether charges were
refunded. Send a focused preservation letter before com-
plaint records, surveillance, room histories, and pest-control
evidence disappear.

An uninsured case demands disciplined economics. Iden-
tify assets early, focus discovery on notice and remediation,
retain experts proportionately, and present a settlement de-
mand grounded in proof and collectability. Uninsured settle-
ments may be nominal, but they are possible.

Andres [. Beregovich grew up immersed in the hotel industry, gaining
firsthand knowledge of guest operations and services, safety, and
quality control. Today, Andres represents individuals injured at Florida
hotels, motels, resorts, and vacation rentals, including victims of bed
bug infestations. He combines insider industry knowledge with legal
experience and a commitment to safer guest environments.

1. St. Joseph’s Hospital v. Cowart, 891 So. 2d 1039 (Fla. 2d DCA 2004).

2. Universal City Development Partners, Ltd. v. Williams, 963 So. 2d 351
(Fla. 5th DCA 2007.
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PROFESSIONALISM
CHALLENGES?

Contact the Local
Professionalism Panel (LPP)

PRIORITY PANEL PRIVATE

To address, in a confidential 12 members (“Intermediaries” All referrals and
manner, unprofessional including a “Contact Attorney”) communications within
attorney conduct that has not appointed by the Sixth Circuit the LPP are confidential.
risen to the level of Chief Judge.

necessitating a formal
complaint with The Florida Bar.

(¥) Bar members (Referring Party) may initiate an unprofessional conduct referral
related to a member (Referred Party) of The Florida Bar by contacting the Contact
Attorney.

@ The Contact Attorney will contact an Intermediary and describe the referral.

The Intermediary may contact the Referred Party to discuss a resolution, contact
another Intermediary, decide there is no unprofessional conduct or insufficient
information, or refer the matter to The Florida Bar.

@ When the matter has been resolved, the Intermediary will contact the Referring Party
to share the resolution.

PROFESSIONALISM REFERRALS

Contact Andy Sasso abs@macfar.com See Administrative
MacFarlane, Ferguson, McMullen | 727.444.1409 Order 2025-033
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THANK YOU!

CORPORATE SPONSORS
-

DIAMOND

SILVER

BRONZE
Adelphi Trust Company McClanathan, Burg & Associates
Cartier CPAs, LLC Plutonian Group
Climate First Bank Shea Mediation & Arbitration
Executive Reporting Service Skillman Insurance Partners
eXp Realty - Team Borham Skyway Media
Florida Trust Wealth Management  Stevens & Stevens
GTE Financial Tampa Bay Pay
LEAP Legal Software Westshore Financial Group

.
RAISING THE BAR!
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THANK YOU!

LAW FIRM SPONSORS

I —
DIAMOND

GOLD
Baker & DiSalvo Hearn Law
Banker Lopez Gassler Hill Ward Henderson
Baskin Eisel Rightmyer Lewis, Longman & Walker
Beltz & Beltz Lohmiller Law
Bonardi & Uzdavinis Morgan & Morgan
Brett Legal Probasco Singer Bayne
Drude Tomori Law Traub Lieberman Straus & Shrewsberry
Fleming Law Group Trenam Law
The Florida Appellate Firm Weston Smith Law
Harris, Hunt & Derr Zinober Diana & Monteverde
SILVER
Meros, Brennan and Brennan Shumaker, Loop & Kendrick
PersanteZuroweste Weidner Law
Roodhouse Law
BRONZE
Berlin Patten Ebling Kimberly G. Jackson Law
Bonezzi, Switzer, Polito & Hupp Co. Lazzara Family Law
Gregory Law Firm Thompson Miller

Hoag Law Firm

-
RAISING THE BAR!
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ST. PETERSBURG BAR

FOUNDATION

=—— HONORING OUR PAST, SHAPING OUR FUTURE =—

The mission of the St. Petersburg Bar Foundation is to fund, develop and promote efforts which enhance the legal
profession and encourage better public understanding of and access to the judicial system.

THANK YOU TO OUR
CORPORATE ANNUAL
SPONSORS

BENEFACTOR SPONSOR

Trenam Law

COMMUNITY SUPPORTER
SPONSOR

Gregory Law Firm, P.L.
NETWORKER SPONSOR

Adelphi Trust
Moyer Law Group

BECOME A CORPORATE
ANNUAL SPONSOR
Benefits include tickets to
events, opportunities to
address attendees,
recognition on our
website and social
media, and more! Visit
stpetebarfoundation.org/
annual-sponsorships to
download an info sheet
or scan the QR code at
the bottom of this page.

Your Support Makes Justice Possible

As we reflect on this past year, we are reminded that every membership,
sponsorship, event ticket, and donation represents an investment in our
community. Because of your generosity, the St. Petersburg Bar Foundation
continued its mission to fund, develop, and promote efforts that strengthen
the legal profession while improving public understanding of and access to
the judicial system.

This year, together, we:

e Awarded $11,000 in community grants to five local nonprofit organizations
advancing justice and legal education.

e Supported law-related education and professionalism programs for more
than 100 attorneys, judges, and legal professionals, helping strengthen the
integrity of our profession through our annual Professionalism Seminar.

e Brought a day of bowling, laughter, and unforgettable memories to nearly
100 children in the dependency system through our annual Holidays in
July event.

e Continued to expand access to justice by supporting programs that
educate, serve, and empower our community.

These accomplishments were only possible because of supporters like you.
As we look ahead, the need continues to grow. Every dollar donated helps
fund grants for organizations serving our neighbors, supports educational
programs that elevate professionalism within the legal community, creates
meaningful experiences for children in foster care, and advances initiatives
that make our justice system more accessible for everyone.

Help Shape What's Next

As you consider your year-end charitable giving, we invite you to make the St.
Petersburg Bar Foundation part of your plans. Whether renewing your
membership, making a one-time gift, or becoming a sponsor, your support
directly impacts the people and programs that make our community
stronger.

Together, we are honoring our profession, serving our neighbors, and
ensuring that justice remains accessible to all. Thank you for making a
difference this year—and for helping us build an even stronger community in
the year ahead. Go to our website or scan the QR code below to learn how
you can make a difference.

STPETEBARFOUNDATION.ORG
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Need a Trusted Partner for Your Business Needs?
Contact a St. Pete Bar Sponsor!

ACCIDENT RECONSTRUCTION/

BIOMECHANICS / PREMISE LIABILITY

Aperture LLC
Hunter Witt, MSBE, CXLT
702-666-0299 - hunter.witt@aperturellc.com

ACCOUNTING/FORENSIC/TAX SERVICES

McClanathan, Burg & Associates, LL.C
Amy Gleason
727-216-9729—amy@mbacpallc.com

Cartier CPAs, LLC
Danielle Cartier, CPA
(727) 822-8800—danielle@cartiercpas.com

BANKING

The Bank of Tampa
Barclay Harless, Market Director
727-502-8404 — bharless@bankoftampa.com

Climate First Bank
Irma Walsh, VP Attorney Banking Specialist
813-419-0893 - irma.walsh@climatefirstbank.com

BUILT ENVIRONMENT / BUILDING
ENVELOPE

Aperture LLC
Caleb Gerrels
321-449-6549 - caleb.gerrels@aperturellc.com

BUSINESS VALUATION 7/ ECONOMIC
DAMAGES

Aperture LLC
Daniel Basch, CPA, ABV, CFF
941-773-7806 - dan.basch@aperturellc.com

COURT REPORTERS/VIDEOGRAPHERS

Executive Reporting Service
Diane Emery, CEO
727-823-4155 - demery@executivereporting.com

DIGITAL INVESTIGATIONS

Divine Intel
Natasha Cox
813-937-93871 — Divineintel@divineintel.com

DIGITAL MARKETING
Skyway Media
Emily Starling, Digital Media Specialist
727-317-6826— emily@skyway.media

FINANCIAL ADVISING

AimWell Financial
Amy Powell, CFA, CDFA - Founder & CEO
727-335-1874 - amy@aimwellfinancial.com

Westshore Financial Group
Nick Richards
561 907-1094 - nick.richards@westshorefinancial.com

HEALTH INSURANCE

Skillman Insurance Partners
Matt Shapiro, Agent Partner
727-894-3658 - matt@skillmaninsurance.com

HOMEOWNERSHIP PROGRAM
GTE Financial

Keith Louderback, Loan Executive
941-894-8784 - keith.louderback@gtefinancial.org

IT SUPPORT

Vine IT
Michael Thackrey, CEO
727-710-4887— mthackrey@vineit.com

LAW PRACTICE
MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE

LEAP Legal Software
Lynette Reynolds, Events Manager
551-430-2699 - lynette.reynolds@leap.us

MEDIATION/ARBITRATION SERVICES
Shea Mediation

im Shea, Mediator
850-525-3070 — jim@sheamediation.com

MERCHANT SERVICES
Tampa Bay Pay

Chase Orndorff, Market Director
540-553-4351 — chase@tampabaypay.com

PHYSICAL INVESTIGATIONS
Plutonian Grou

Leslie Alessandra, Director ofrinvestigations
786-709-2645 — leslie@plutoniangroup.com

REAL ESTATE

eXfp Realty - Team Borham
Jetf Borham, Team Owner
727-510-0187 - jeff@jeffborham.com

RECORD MANAGEMENT SERVICES

Stevens & Stevens Inc.
727-573-3900, www.ssbrm.com

TRUST SERVICES

Adelphi Trust Company
Gentry Byrnes, Chief Fiduciary Officer & Co-Founder
727-955-1050 - gentry@adelphitrust.com

Florida Trust Wealth Management
Matt Livesay, Executive Vice President
813-915-6202 - mlivesay@floridatrust.com
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EscrowPro

SIMPLIFYING TRUST ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT
EscrowPro Law is @ modern escrow subaccounting solution designed for law firms
managing client funds. Whether you're handling settlements, retainers, or trust
accounts, EscrowPro Law gives you a smarter, more compliant way
to manage money — all at no cost to your firm.

Pay Interest to Your Clients

With EscrowPro Law, your clients earn the interest they

expect and deserve on their funds. And for law firms
banking with The Bank of Tampa, it's completely free.

Easy Account Opening
Easily create and manage unlimited subaccounts for

individual client funds. Keep your accounts organized,

separate, and audit-ready at all times.

The Bank
of Tampa

Contact Barclay Harless

Simplified Reporting
& Reconciliation

Stay organized with automated reporting
tools, daily account snapshots, and streamlined
reconciliation — especially helpful during

tax season or audits.

Built for Legal Professionals —
and Beyond

While EscrowPro Law was designed with law firms
in mind, it's also ideal for title companies, property
managers, and any business handling client

funds in escrow.

727.502.8404 | bharless@bankoftampa.com




