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John’s Island Community Service 
League is taking action to help county 
residents facing eviction or foreclosure 
due to COVID-19-related job losses or 
other disruptions, leading a collabora-
tive effort called the HEART Program 
– Housing Emergency Advocacy Re-
sponse Team – that will roll July 1.

This comes on top of the group’s 
earlier response to pandemic-related 
economic problems.

When the coronavirus began shut-
ting businesses down, the League 
immediately stepped in and donated 
$250,000 to the United Way COVID-19 
Fund – and successfully challenged 
other funders to contribute an addi-
tional $200,000 – to help newly unem-
ployed or furloughed residents meet 
such basic needs as rent, utilities and 
food. 

For the new program, JICSL will pro-
vide $150,000 to fund a dedicated legal 
aid attorney at the Florida Rural Legal 
Services to assist Indian River County 
residents in danger of losing their 
homes. FRLS has similar programs in 
Martin, St. Lucie and other counties.

Hope Woodhouse, JICSL immedi-
ate past president, said she had been 
surprised to learn that Indian River 
County did not have a dedicated legal 
aid person to help those facing fore-
closure or eviction.

“Now, because of this project, we 
will have one. If it is successful, and 
we believe it will be, we will figure out 
a way to keep it funded,” said Wood-

house. “This project took more col-
laboration than any project I have ever 
worked on in Indian River County. It’s 
amazing. Everybody liked the idea and 
everyone was willing to help.”  

While initial referrals will concen-
trate on the immediate problem of 
evictions and foreclosures, group 
leaders anticipate clients will also re-
ceive assistance dealing with underly-
ing financial issues, such as collecting 
alimony, child support, unemploy-
ment or disability insurance.   

“The only thing that they are not 
going to do is work on immigration is-
sues. Our goal is to keep people from 
becoming homeless,” said Wood-
house.  

Even before the coronavirus, more 
than 50 percent of local families were 
either living in poverty or were one 
paycheck away. With many working 
families employed in low-paying hos-
pitality and retail jobs – the businesses 
that were shut down first during what 
ordinarily is the busiest time of the 
year – a crisis emerged.

“We definitely saw through the CO-
VID Fund that people needed help 
with their rent,” said Woodhouse. 

For the past year, JICSL members 
Ellen Kendall and Michelle Julian had 
co-chaired an Affordable Housing Task 
Force, collaborating with the John’s Is-
land Foundation and working with the 
county to address housing concerns.  

“But when COVID came, all those 
meetings and collaborations came to 
a complete halt, and we turned our 
attention to this, which was also ob-
viously very housing related,” said 
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Mandatory masks

various settings.
Rob Tench, general manager of Or-

chid Island Club, said “the county 
should make masks mandatory in all 
retail outlets until we see the state and 
county cases decline.”

Alicia Quinn chairs the Cultural 
Council board and co-chairs the Un-
der the Oaks Art Show. “In an effort to 
reduce the spread of this virus and to 
protect those with whom you inter-
act, I feel masks should be required 
in all public indoor locations,” she 
stated.

Jeff Powers, a John’s Island resident 
who started Float Hope, an organiza-
tion that teaches kids in low-income 
families to swim, believes masks 
should be “mandatory or required for 
interior places open to the public.” 
But he does not believe masks should 
be required outside, where the virus 
appears not to infect as readily.

Brenda Lloyd, an active supporter 
of many local charities, likewise gave 
qualified support to a countywide 
mask initiative. 

“I have no problem with having to 
wear a mask inside crowded retail es-
tablishments,” Lloyd says. But walk-
ing around outside or eating at res-
taurants are another matter. “I would 
not want to be forced to wear a mask 
when I am outdoors or at restaurants 
– inside or out – for obvious reasons.” 

Learning Alliance education con-
sultant Debbi Arseneaux gave a simi-
larly measured response. 

“Masks mandatory in what con-
text?” she asked. “Indoors in stores, 
schools and other buildings? Yes. Ab-
solutely. Especially anywhere you 
would be breathing the same air with 
people over an extended period of 
time.

“Outdoors in parks or at the beach 
and walking in your neighborhood? No. 
Keeping distance should be enough.”

Still others flatly oppose the idea of 

any mandate forcing people to wear 
masks.

Hospital District Trustee Allen Jones, 
who strongly supports the voluntary 
wearing of masks, is one of those who 
opposes a mandate.  

“This is America and individual 
choice is paramount, in my view,” 
Jones said. 

“However, strongly encouraging 
wearing masks in all business or group 
environments, I would favor. The pub-
lic needs to understand that this can 
be a deadly and highly contagious 
disease. I have one friend dead from 
it and another one a ventilator for the 
better part of three months. 

“On the other hand, we know peo-
ple who were barely affected by the 
virus though they had it. It’s courtesy 
to each other that we all wear a mask 
and social distance. I wouldn’t force 
people to do the right thing – it’s up to 
each of us to do that.”

Hospital District trustee, Ann Marie 
McCrystal, a retired operating room 
nurse, likewise supports wearing 
masks but opposes making it manda-
tory – not like seat belts, as she put it. 

“I definitely am in favor of wearing 
masks in public in order to not only 
protect one’s self, but also to avoid in-
fecting another person you come in 
contact with,” said McCrystal. 

“I know that masks are not com-
pletely sealed and foolproof, except 
for the more sophisticated protective 
equipment worn in hospital settings. 
But a simple cotton mask that covers 
your nose and mouth is better than 
no mask at all. I carry a mask with me 
wherever I go as well as hand sani-
tizer to use as soon as I return to my 
car. Although some people think it is a 
ridiculous exercise, I would rather be 
safe than sorry. 

“I applaud those who listen to the 
advice of the experts like Dr. (Anthony) 
Fauci and don’t give in to the advice of 
those who lack the clinical background 
and knowledge behind the recommen-
dation of masks,” McCrystal said.

Diana Grossi, CEO of the Hope for 

Families Center, was vehement. “I say 
No,” she said. “Use common sense. 
Sick people should not be out.”

Tracey Zudans, another member 
of the Hospital District Board, cites 
the CDC website urging masks if ad-
equate social distancing can’t be 
maintained indoors. But she would 
not support making mask-wearing 
mandatory. “I think that government 
orders, particularly outdoors or arbi-
trary non-science-based mandates, 
are counter-productive resulting in 
less overall compliance with common 
sense recommendations.”

Ann Taylor, director of marketing 
and philanthropy for Indian River Land 
Trust and a member of the board of 
Ballet Vero Beach, is scornful of masks 
entirely. “Absolutely stupid,” Taylor 
said. “Masks do not work.”

At the same time, as cases spike 

in the county, views on the topic are 
shifting, with some rethinking oppo-
sition to a mask mandate after seeing 
the fear of their older or health-im-
paired friends and co-workers. 

Barbara Schlitt Ford, executive di-
rector of the Environmental Learn-
ing Center, is considering revising the 
center’s policy of not requiring visi-
tors to wear masks after some volun-
teers quit rather than risk exposure to 
guests, few of whom wore masks.

“Masks probably should be required 
given the alarming Florida spike in 
cases,” said Schlitt Ford. “But I do 
think there will be a lot of pushback. 
When I am out and about, I see fewer 
than half the people wearing masks, 
actually more like 20 percent.”   

Staff writers Mary Schenkel and Steph-
anie LaBaff contributed to this report.

John’s Island service group funds attorney 
to help those facing eviction or foreclosure

BY MARY SCHENKEL
Staff Writer
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Kendall. These are “the people who 
had the biggest exposure to becoming 
behind in their rent or their mortgage 
payments, probably for the first time 
ever. And those were the people we 
really want to prevent from becoming 
evicted or even homeless.” 

“I think we all recognize that there is 
a large homeless population in Indian 
River County,” said Julian. “And when 
we saw this COVID hit we didn’t want 
to add to that homeless population.”  

“We found out this year, working 
through the Housing Task Force, that 
this county has all sorts of nasty ‘slum 
landlords’ who will evict people on a 
moment’s notice,” said Woodhouse. 
“They don’t give a damn; they’ll just say 
get out of the house. And people are so 
afraid, they leave.” 

Although Gov. Ron DeSantis issued 
stays on evictions through June, the 
group does not anticipate another ex-
tension. On the mortgage end, the fed-
eral government has given automatic 
extensions of six months to a year.  

Kendall said they learned from the 
Treasure Coast Homeless Services 
Council, United Against Poverty and 
the Veterans Council – the primary 
agencies distributing monies from the 
United Way COVID-19 Fund – that le-
gal assistance was urgently required 
by tenants dealing with landlords and 

homeowners negotiating with banks 
or mortgage companies.

“We were hearing that this is what 
they really, really need,” said Kendall.  
“We thought we could take this money 
and use it to fund a full-time position.” 

“The HEART project will provide 
critical housing and other needed 
legal services to Indian County Resi-
dents,” said Jaffe Pickett, FRLS execu-
tive director. “We are grateful for the 
support the John’s Island Community 
Service League is providing as we ad-
dress the needs of underserved in-
dividuals and families during these 
emergency times. We are also grateful 
to the private attorneys, who donate 
countless hours to expand our servic-
es to victims of abuse, elderly citizens, 
veterans, migrant farmworkers and 
other vulnerable clients.”

FRLS is located in Fort Pierce, so 
JICSL has arranged donated office 
space in several Indian River County 
locations for Florida Rural Legal Ser-
vices staff. Locations include the City 
of Fellsmere Administration Building, 
Treasure Coast Community Health’s 
Gifford Health Center and the United 
Against Poverty offices. 

“We’ll have this attorney available to 
meet with clients on different days in 
different locations,” said Kendall. 

In addition to the IRC Bar Associa-

tion pulling together pro bono attor-
neys for the program, Kendall said a 
number of attorneys living in John’s 
Island have also “raised their hands to 
participate in this program.”  

FRLS will screen people who apply to 
ensure they meet qualifications, includ-
ing that they are Indian River County 
residents, are not earning more than 
250 percent of the federal poverty level, 
are not here illegally, and do not have 
other liquid assets.  

“If they have other non-housing is-
sues, we’ll get them referred to other 
parts of FRLS where they have those 
sorts of attorneys,” said Kendall. “The 
efforts, generally, are to avoid eviction 
or foreclosure. We want to get the cli-
ents connected with the attorneys as 
soon as possible.” 

“One thing we learned is that the 
minute you are evicted, it goes on your 
permanent legal record,” said Wood-
house. “We want to get in there before 
that happens so that people don’t have 
that blemish.”

“This is not to distribute rental as-
sistance, but to provide attorney assis-
tance; for counseling, for negotiation, for 
re-documenting of need for a mortgage 
or working with a lender. To the extent 
you need negotiation with a landlord, 
or you need help avoiding being thrown 
out on the street, that’s where the law-
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yers will come in,” said Kendall. “These 
are people who are working hard and 
have never missed a rental payment or 
a mortgage payment, but all of a sud-
den now their income is reduced.” 

The JI Community Service League 
anticipates that Treasure Coast Home-
less Services, United Against Pover-
ty, the United Way and the Veterans 
Council will be the main conduits for 
legal service requests, but individuals 
can also call 888-582-3410.  

Florida Rural Legal Services will 
handle the search for the full-time at-
torney; in the meantime, they will use 
experienced attorneys who worked 
during the 2008 crisis.  

Attorneys interested in volunteering 
for the program should visit frls.org and 
click on ‘pro bono sign-up.’  The hotline 
number for clients is 888-582-3410.   
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Reopening of schools

One of the key points he told Vero 
Beach 32963 he now intends to an-
nounce is that masks will be manda-
tory at schools for teachers, staff and 
students.

Moore’s presentation on the School 
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