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+ The doctor is in 
Students in the early child-

hood program The Gan at 
Temple Sinai donned stetho-
scopes for an exercise in 
veterinary medicine. They lis-
tened carefully for the heart-
beat on their stuffed animals 
and diagnosed their pretend 
patients accordingly — no 
doubt with prescriptions for 
hugs. The activity was to help 
teach the children about tak-
ing care of animals.

+ Soaring singers 
The ribbon-cutting ceremo-

ny Saturday for the Gulf Gate 
Public Library was a cause for 
celebration. To commemorate 
the occasion, students from 
Marilyn Cafaro’s second-grade 
class and Becky McKenzie’s 
first-grade class at Gulf 
Gate Elementary performed 
for the crowd. They sang a 
combination of “America the 
Beautiful” and “If I Could be 
an Eagle.” Dressed in wings, 
feathers and a mask with a 
beak, Deianeira McClain had 
the honor of dressing as the 
eagle for the performance to 
keep with the patriotic theme.

DIVERSIONS
FST Cabaret  
plays to musical 
strengths.  
INSIDE 

Jett Segal takes the heart-
beat of a stuffed animal with 
Eliana Tibi.

Deianeira McClain

PROBLEM
SPOT REMOVAL by Jessica Salmond | Staff Writer

Public parking spots on Siesta Key are decreasing. 
Season is upon us. Where is everyone going to park?

Anyone who has circled 
Siesta Key Village looking 
for parking during season 
knows: during peak times, 
spots are in short supply.

It’s a situation that often 
pits tourists against resi-
dents, leading to frustration 
for both. 

In the most recent strug-
gle, residents scored a vic-
tory when Sarasota Coun-
ty commissioners voted 
Wednesday to ban parking 
on the south side of Avenida 
Milano and Madera. 

For tourists, it means the 
parking pool just got small-
er. 

The problem is side streets 
near the Village tend to see 
overflow parking, Lisa CeCe, 
special district coordinator 
for the county, said.

So residents petitioned 
the county in April to ban 
parking on their streets, 
citing the safety hazard of 
emergency vehicles being 
unable to shimmy through 
the tight space. 

It took about nine months 
to reach a parking decision 

on these two streets, but 
the larger question remains: 
How can Siesta accommo-
date visitors with its growing 
popularity?

Marlene Merkle, a 33-year 
resident of the Key, lives on 
Avenida de Mayo, a street 
just south of Avenida Milano 
and Madera. She helped get 
parking prohibited on her 
street in January 2014. She 
said it was a long process to 
get approval for de Mayo, 
too — taking about the same 
span as Milano and Madera 
—  but parking on her street 
is still an issue. People still 
sometimes park on the 
street, she said. 

“People see one car park 
there, then more people 
park there,” Merkle said. 

Merkle has noticed a 
“phenomenal” increase in 
people coming to the Key 
in the last several years. Si-
esta’s economy depends on 
tourists, she said, but the 
overflow shouldn’t be on the 
residents to accommodate.

“I don’t think it’s up to the 
residents to provide parking 

for businesses and visitors,” 
she said. “I applaud the peo-
ple on Milano and Madera 
because I know what they’re 
going through.”

However, the county can’t 
determine a tangible solu-
tion to the parking issue, 
such as a parking garage, 
CeCe said. It’s not just a 
question of having no space 
— the Village lies within the 
Siesta Key Public Improve-
ment District, which in-
cludes parking in its realm 
of coverage. 

Businesses inside this dis-
trict are taxed annually for 
Village beautification and 
infrastructure projects, such 
as landscaping. The county 
would have to discuss a 
project in conjunction with 
Siesta Key Village Associa-
tion, Siesta Key Association 
and the Village Maintenance 
Corp. (which oversees the 
district) about any project, 
because the costs would 
trickle back to businesses. 

Siesta’s county com-
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Bob and Susan Graham, 
Massachusetts

The Grahams are snowbirds 
and correlate parking availabil-
ity with the weather. When it’s 
cooler, they find parking easily, 
Bob Graham said. 

“When it’s hot,” he said, 
“forget it.”

Chickie Gagne,  
South Carolina

Gagne said she’d been to 
Siesta a few years ago and had 
trouble finding a place to park 
during the lunch hour. This 
visit, parking has not been a 
problem so far.

“We were thrilled it was 
free,” she said.
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missioner, Alan Maio, met with 
stakeholders, including Siesta 
Key Association President Mi-
chael Shay, after the Jan. 13 com-
mission meeting at which the 
commission learned staff had not 
reached out to Siesta associations 
about the proposed parking pro-
hibition on the residential streets.

Maio said he felt the same sen-
timent now as he stated at the 
meeting — that parking on Siesta 
is problematic, at best. 

“There are lots of streets like 
these all over Sarasota County 
that get filled up during the peak 
season,” he said. “I expect we’ll 
hear more.”

Maio said he wants to start 
meeting with SKA and other or-
ganizations to start brainstorm-
ing a solution to the problem, but 
a parking garage isn’t the answer, 
he said. 

“Parking garages are expen-
sive,” he said. He also said Siesta 
lacks space for a garage. 

Allocating one parking lot at Si-
esta Key Public Beach with a trol-
ley into the Village is one possible 
answer he’s pondered, Maio said, 
but it would not be easy to orga-
nize, and the county would have 
to monitor it.

Maio said he understands the 
frustration of the Avenida Milano 
and Madera residents, especially 
regarding their safety concerns, 
but the ban there pushes that 
many more cars back into the 
Village, exacerbating the already 
present lack of parking.

“We’re solving one problem, a 
safety problem,” Maio said. “But 
spaces get given up. It’s not help-
ful to the overall parking prob-
lem.”

Only one area of the Village 
has permit parking: In 1995, the 

Miramar neighborhood success-
fully implemented a parking per-
mit program for the rental spaces 
and residents who live in the area 
and park on the street. The coun-
ty sold 130 annual permits at $5 
each to the establishments and 
residents in 2014. 

Michael Shay, SKA president, 
supports the parking prohibition 
on Avenida Milano and Madera, 
but said there’s no question that 
the Village has parking problems.

Shay said the groups and as-
sociations on the Key need to 
address the problem and enter 
into a dialogue with the county to 

come up with a solution.
Public transportation isn’t a fix-

all —  Shay said people don’t want 
to navigate the transit system 
and wait around for the bus. For 
many people, it’s easier to get in 
the car and go.

“We all agree we need to start 
to address the issue. We need to 
work on it together,” Shay said. 

It’s not just Siesta itself that will 
keep bringing in tourists and visi-
tors. Shay said as sports tourism 
and large events gain popularity, 
such as rowing competitions at 
Nathan Benderson Park, Siesta 
will gain visitors from those who 
are in Sarasota for other reasons 
and want to see the No. 1 beach.

“You can’t have them come 
here, and have them stuck in traf-
fic,” he said. 

Kay Kouvatsos, owner of the 
Village Café, said she has lost 
business before because a party 
will drop off a few people to get a 
table while the driver parks, only 
to leave when the driver can’t 
find a place to park. It’s especially 
prevalent on weekends, she said. 

The municipal lot, which holds 
about 60 spaces, gets filled with 

Village business employees be-
cause they don’t want to take the 
prime spots out in front away 
from customers, she said. 

But visitors and residents alike 
have more transportation op-
tions now — they just don’t know 
it, she said. Sarasota County Area 
Transit added a second route 
on the Key in July, so now a bus 
circulates the island a few times 
an hour instead of once an hour 
like before. SCAT representatives 
are planning to come to the next 
SKVA meeting and said they will 
display a bus advertising the is-
land routes during the Siesta Key 
Crafts festival in February.

Other services, such as John-
ny’s Free Rides, are a good re-
source for people staying in the 
condos who want to come into 
the Village, she said. 

“That’s as close as we’re going 
to get,” Kouvatsos said. “People 
just need to use them more.”

But parking shortage is not a 
new issue. Recently, she said she 
was looking through archives 
of Siesta Key Village Association 
meetings and found an agenda 
from at least 20 years ago. Lack of 
parking was on the agenda then, 
too. 

“It’s the same nightmare,” she 
said. 
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Doreen and Steve Lettau, 
Wisconsin

The Lettaus said they can 
always find a spot. They’ve 
been coming to Siesta for a 
few years, staying anytime 
between January and March. 
However, they both enjoy walk-
ing in the Village and don’t 
mind if they have to park a few 
blocks away.

“Siesta Key Village is a great 
place to be,” Doreen said, with 
Steve adding that having too 
many available spaces would 
be worrisome – a full Village is 
a sign of good business.

Larry McMullen with 
Johnny’s Original Free Rides

McMullen said about 90% 
of Johnny’s Free Rides’ clients 
come out of the Key’s condos – 
people who don’t want to have 
to drive into the Village to have 
a drink or struggle to find park-
ing. Johnny’s is a free driving 
service based off of tips.

Customers compliment his 
service, especially since it 
means they don’t have to worry 
about driving, McMullen said. 

“They’ve accepted there’s 
not much parking,” he said.
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PARK PLACE
In total, there are 690 public parking sports in Siesta Key Village.

“We’re solving one 
problem, a safety 

problem. But spaces 
get given up. It’s not 
helpful to the overall 

parking problem.”
— Siesta Key County 

Commissioner Alan Maio


