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When family members went 
to check on their loved ones at 
an assisted living facility called 
Grand Villa of Altamonte Springs 
last weekend, they were shocked 
to find their relatives’ rooms lacked 
power and air-conditioning.

Under a 2018 Florida law, nurs-
ing homes and assisted living 

facilities are required to have an 
emergency plan and a backup 
power source to keep tempera-
tures at or below 81 degrees Fahr-
enheit for at least 96 hours in the 
event of a power outage. The law 
was made after around 12 nursing 
home residents died of heat-re-
lated illnesses during a power 
outage caused by Hurricane Irma 
in a facility that lacked a generator.

The law requires only a portion 

of the facility — at least 20 square 
feet per resident — to be air-con-
ditioned and maintained at this 
temperature, as long as the facil-
ity presents an emergency plan 
that shows residents can access 
the air-conditioned sections and 
that staff monitors residents for 
heat-related injuries.

“Even if they’re not legally obli-
gated, this is not right,” said a Long-
wood man who came to check on 

his father-in-law.
This was just one of the recent 

clashes between families, assisted 
living facilities, nursing homes and 
the law.

Multiple people contacted the 
Sentinel to discuss their experi-
ences during Hurricane Ian. They 
asked to stay anonymous because 
they didn’t want to face conse-
quences from the facility. The 
Sentinel verified their identities 

through copies of bills from nurs-
ing homes or assisted living centers 
with their names and their rela-
tives’ names on them.

Meanwhile, nursing homes and 
assisted living facilities maintain 
they followed federal and state 
safety requirements.

Every facility in Florida has a 
generator onsite, a generator status 

Nursing home questions persist

By Nelly Ontiveros Cervantes 
Orlando Sentinel

Though Hurricane Ian will 
be measured by the death and 
destruction it caused across the 
state, experts warn the storm’s 
aftermath will also include linger-
ing harm to many Floridians’ 
mental health.

Deborah Beidel, a psychologist 
and University of Central Florida 
psychology professor, said those 
who found their homes uninhab-
itable after the storm may expe-
rience trauma responses to cope 
with the losses.

“You might be experiencing a lot 
of depression at this time because 
everything that you build your 
entire life in some cases has been 
washed away,” Beidel said.

Beidel has been serving the State 
Fire Marshal’s office since Sept. 30, 
coordinating the mental compo-
nents of urban search and-rescue 
teams. She said events like Ian can 
trigger anxiety and stress for those 
going through recovery.

“If you were among the people 
who had to suddenly flee your 
home because the water is coming, 
you may be experiencing trau-
matic stress, such as reimagining 
that particular event, having night-
mares about that event, or maybe 
even having difficulty sleeping,” 
she said.

Beidel said experiencing hope-
lessness, exhaustion and even 
trouble eating are common and 
standard responses that come with 
the impact of a natural disaster.

Among the many areas affected 
in Central Florida is the east of 
Orange County, where more than 
500 UCF students have requested 

Storm also 
dealt blow 
to victims’ 
psyches
Experts say to watch for 
signs of mental trauma

By Patrick Connolly 
Orlando Sentinel

From his career in the Army to 
a life-changing medical diagnosis 
in his 30s, Ryan O’Connor doesn’t 
view life’s obstacles as roadblocks 
but rather as challenges he can 
overcome.

O’Connor, whose nickname 
is “ROC,” spent time as a cook in 
the Army, helping to serve in the 
name of freedom before having his 
own taken away by seizures that 

started at the age of 36. More than 
a decade later, O’Connor’s epilepsy 
is an ongoing battle and a force to be 
reckoned with.

“You might not see my medical 
condition on a daily basis, but it is 
there and it’s a hidden monster I 
have to deal with,” he said. “There 
are 3-4 million Americans at this 
point that are walking around with 
active epilepsy. I don’t want people 
living in the shadows anymore.”

Though some might consider 
such a diagnosis as a stroke of 

bad luck, epilepsy has been a well 
of strength for O’Connor to draw 
from — especially as he walks 1,000 
miles from Florida to Missouri to 
help others who struggle with 
seizures.

“One day, I thought, ‘What can 
I do that a lot of people can’t do?’ 
... I can do nine, 10, 12 hours on 
a treadmill without even think-
ing,” O’Connor said. “I want to be 
a voice.”

The Army veteran set off from 
Longwood on Oct. 1, walking 22 

miles and reaching Mount Dora 
by nightfall. Ultimately, he hopes 
to achieve distances of 30-40 miles 
per day, walking as many as 100,000 
steps to reach his destination — the 
headquarters of 1st Phorm, one of 
ROC’s favorite supplement compa-
nies.

Marissa O’Connor, Ryan’s wife, 
is following his footsteps while 
driving a rented RV, which will 
help provide rest stops and a place 

Vet walking 1,000 miles 
for epilepsy awareness

By Katie Rice 
Orlando Sentinel

In the aftermath of Hurricane 
Ian, which is poised to raise Flori-
da’s property insurance rates even 
higher, Floridians will determine 
on Nov. 8 who will be responsible 
for handling the state’s insurance 
crisis as its next chief financial offi-
cer.

Incumbent CFO Jimmy Patro-
nis, a Republican, faces a chal-
lenge from former state Rep. Adam 
Hattersley, D-Hillsborough, who 
hopes to become the first Demo-
crat elected to the position since 
2006. Patronis has served as CFO 

since he was appointed to the job in 
2017 by former Gov. Rick Scott and 
won re-election in 2018.

The chief financial officer posi-
tion was created in 2002 and is one 
of three elected posts in the Flor-
ida Cabinet, along with the attor-
ney general and the commissioner 
of agriculture. Patronis is only the 
fourth person elected to the post.

The CFO broadly manages the 
state’s finances, including account-
ing, auditing and investment, and 
also handles insurance consumer 
services, insurance fraud investi-
gations and managing unclaimed 

ELECTION 2022

CFO Patronis faces 
former Rep. Hattersley

By Josh Boak 
and Zeke Miller 
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — When it 
comes to reassuring Americans 
about an economy that’s an elec-
tion-year challenge for his party, 
President Joe Biden is telling the 
country to hold on.

It’s a message of patience as 
voters are buffeted by persistent 
inflation, fears of a recession and 
the prospect of rising energy 
prices in the closing weeks of the 
campaign season when they will 

Biden preaches patience to voters
Fears of a recession, 
rising prices loom ahead 
of midterm elections

Gas is advertised at more than $8 a gallon Thursday in Los Angeles as 
prices start climbing again. MARCIO JOSE SANCHEZ/AP 

Ryan “ROC” O’Connor sets off for day two of his “Journey of 1,000 Miles,” walking along U.S. Highway 441 in Mount Dora on Oct. 2.   
PATRICK CONNOLLY/ORLANDO SENTINEL
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to sleep on the way. In addi-
tion, she’s helping to promote 
ROC Stop Seizures, the 
501(c)(3) the couple estab-
lished in the name of epilepsy 
awareness and research.

O’Connor isn’t able to 
drive, but has managed to 
get his seizures mostly under 
control with the combination 
of a ketogenic diet, a brain 
implant from AdventHealth 
and a small dose of medica-
tion. Still, he recognizes how 
many other epilepsy patients, 
especially adults, need help 
and further research to 
improve their lives.

“There’s so much informa-
tion out there about child-

hood epilepsy, but there’s 
not enough information 
about adult and adult-on-
set epilepsy,” O’Connor said. 
“The biggest goal would be 
to find a cure for epilepsy and 
find a way to stop seizures 

permanently for people.”
While his “Journey of 

1,000 Miles” won’t be easy, 
O’Connor finds motivation 
to keep going when think-
ing of the millions of people 
who could benefit from addi-

tional funding and awareness 
of epilepsy.

“There are well over 
100,000, if not 200,000-
plus American veterans that 
have battle-induced seizures 
from PTSD or explosions 
and so forth,” he said. “ROC 
Stop Seizures is a driving 
force to never quit and never 
stop until we come up with 
answers. Even then, we’re 
going to keep going until 
we get help to every single 
person out there.”

To follow along with  
O’Connor’s walk, visit  
rocstopseizures.com.

Find me @PConnPie on 
Twitter and Instagram or 
send me an email: pconnol 
ly@orlandosentinel.com. 

O’Connor
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map shows.
Grand Villa, made up of 

multiple buildings, followed 
the law by providing power 
and AC to its memory care 
building and exceeded those 
obligations by powering part 
of the building that houses 
its activity spaces and dining 
rooms with an additional 
generator, said spokesperson 
Sandi Poreda in response to 
families’ complaints.

“Our staff members visited 
every resident’s apartment 
to let them know we had 
cooled space and invite 
them down,” Poreda said in 
an email. “While our eleva-
tors were out, we physically 
assisted any resident who 
needed help navigating the 
stairs. We also checked room 
temperatures.”

Poreda said most residents 
chose to stay in their rooms.

A family member of a 
different second-floor resi-
dent at Grand Villa said her 
mother is mobility-impaired 
and has dementia. Her call 
button wasn’t working, and 
neither was her cell phone, 
she said.

She took her mother home 
until power was restored 
Sunday evening.

“I just don’t think that 
was appropriate. And what 
about people who don’t have 
family members that are able 
to look after and advocate 
for them, and bring them to 
their homes?” she said.

Neither of the two families 
of Grand Villa residents felt 
their family members’ lives 
were threatened by heat. 
Still, they both said they 
had expected rooms to be 
air-conditioned.

“He was not dehydrated. 
He was not in pain. It was 
just a sad sight,” said the 
man who came to check on 
his father-in-law.

Amy Cameron O’Rourke 
— who worked for nine years 
as a nursing home adminis-
trator, 23 years leading a care 
management practice, and 
published a book on caring 
for aging loved ones — said 
she thinks Florida’s lack of 
a requirement to provide 
air-conditioning in residents’ 
rooms is a “valid concern.”

“Thank God the tempera-
ture was okay during this 
hurricane,” O’Rourke said.

Flooding prompts 
evacuations, 
questions

Elsewhere in the state, 
nursing, retirement and 
assisted-living residents were 
unable to stay in their homes.

Ahead of the hurricane, 40 
licensed nursing homes evac-
uated and transferred 3,508 
residents; and 91 assisted 
living facilities evacuated 
3,012 residents, Agency for 
Health Care Administration 
Secretary Simone Marstiller 
told reporters last Wednes-
day. The data was self-re-
ported to the state in the 
Health Facility Reporting 
System.

AHCA did not respond to 
follow-up requests as to how 
many were evacuated in total 
or how many returned to 
their residences as of Friday.

In Central Florida, the 
Good Samaritan Society of 
Kissimmee Village, a retire-
ment community, was inun-
dated with water from 
Shingle Creek. No injuries or 
deaths occurred.

The community has been 
hit hard by hurricanes before. 
Residents were also evacu-
ated amid flooding in 2004 
from Hurricane Charley and 
in 2017 from Hurricane Irma.

State Attorney General 
Ashley Moody toured the 
facility by airboat this week 
and said she will be reviewing 
state and local reports.

“There will be, moving 
forward, lots of assessments 
not just within the state level, 
not just determining whether 
there are civil investigations 
needed,” she said.

The Centers for Medi-
care and Medicaid Services 
requires facilities that accept 
Medicare and Medicaid, 
such as the Good Samaritan 
Society, to create emergency 
preparedness plans for natu-
ral and manmade disasters.

The Kissimmee commu-
nity has been cited multi-
ple times by CMS for failing 
to develop and maintain 
an Emergency Prepared-
ness Program, including as 
recently as March. CMS’s 
website states this was 
corrected on April 22.

Other Central Florida facil-
ities flooded for the first time.

A total of 106 residents of 
Avante Orlando, an assisted 
living facility; and a total of 
about 200 from Life Care 
Center of Orlando, a nursing 
and rehabilitation home, and 

The Bridge at Orlando, an 
assisted living facility next 
door were evacuated through 
floodwaters on Thursday by 
Orange County Fire Rescue 
responders.

Life Care and The Bridge 
could not respond to ques-
tions in time for publication.

Kimberly Biegasiewicz, 
president and CEO of the 
Avante Group, said there was 
“no need” to evacuate prior 
to the storm and every safety 
requirement was followed. 
Government officials did 
not recommend evacuation 
beforehand.

“The facility has not had 
any historical flooding or 
leaks,” she wrote. “This was 
an unprecedented hurricane 
and storm event that signifi-
cantly impacted Florida, and 
the City of Orlando as well, 
and the flooding occurred up 
and down Semoran Avenue, 
not just at Avante Orlando.”

The effects of evacuating a 
medically fragile resident can 
linger and result in hospital-
izations or deaths later on, 
said University of South Flor-
ida Aging Studies Research 
Assistant Professor Lindsay 
Peterson.

Missed medications, falls 
that go unmonitored amid 
the chaos of moving, and 
stress can all contribute to 
hospitalizations and deaths 
of residents who are evacu-
ated, she explained.

“Even the best evacuation, 
I think, is hard on some resi-
dents,” Peterson said.

Biegasiewicz notes Avante 
checked residents for phys-
ical and mental issues after 
the storm and is continuously 
monitoring evacuated resi-
dents’ physical and mental 
health.

Could policy have 
prevented this?

The big question Peterson 
wants lawmakers and long-
term living facilities to ask in 
the aftermath of Ian is if there 
is any way to avoid an evacua-
tion during future hurricanes.

Some but not all cases of 
flooding could have been 
avoided by updating build-
ings, but it would be a costly 
process, Peterson said.

“A lot of these are older 
buildings. And in order to 
possibly reinforce parts of the 
building, or redo the plumb-
ing or ... change the eleva-
tion or something like that to 
prevent flooding, then that 

could be a lot of money,” she 
said. “And there’s nobody 
there saying: you’ve got to do 
this.”

A secondary question 
worth asking, she says, is 
when is it the government’s 
responsibility to mandate 
certain hurricane prepara-
tions?

Peterson pointed to the 
generator requirement, intro-
duced after nursing home 
residents died. The AHCA 
also mandates certain life and 
safety regulations, Peterson 
said.

“They will get specific 
when they have something 
really specific to key into,” 
Peterson said. “But I imag-
ine if they were to try to pass 
a law or create a regulation 
that they had to ensure that 
their roof could withstand a 
Category 3 wind or they had 
to repair all their plumbing 
problems ... That might be 
tougher to put across.”

In addition to the genera-
tor rule, the AHCA in Flor-
ida requires all residential 
health care facilities to create 
Comprehensive Emergency 
Management Plans for 
approval by county emer-
gency management agen-
cies.

Among other require-
ments, the plan must discuss 
the facility’s prior history of 
flooding and other hazards; 
present a plan for 24-hour 
staffing until an emergency 
is over; and present an evac-
uation and shelter plan.

Lori Smetanka, execu-
tive director of the National 
Consumer Voice for Quality 
Long-Term Care, a nonprofit 
advocacy organization, said 
the group has not been made 
aware of any deaths in nurs-
ing homes or long-term care 
facilities from the storm.

Florida is currently 
“ahead of the curve” 
compared with other states 
in terms of its mandates for 
emergency preparation, but 
improvements can still be 
made, she added.

For example, the fact that 
generators are not required 
to power full facilities, 
Smetanka said, is “not the 
best-case scenario at all.”

“I do think things are 
getting better, but you 
know, I think we still need 
to continue to refine our 
systems,” Smetanka said.

ccatherman@orlandosen 
tinel.com; @CECatherman 
Twitter

Flooding
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determine the fate of vulner-
able Democrats and control 
of Congress.

The $25 trillion-plus 
economy is veering in two 
radically different direc-
tions.

Growth has fallen for two 
consecutive quarters, rais-
ing the specter of recession. 
But job gains have rolled 
on, including 263,000 more 
in September as a sign of 
economic health. Nonethe-
less, the latest jobs report 
sent stocks plummeting 
Friday on renewed worries 
that the Federal Reserve 
will have to continue inter-
est rate increases to temper 
rising consumer prices.

Biden argued that the 
newest numbers are solid 
and have slowed in recent 
months in a way that 
points toward inflation 
easing. Major oil-produc-
ing countries led by Saudi 
Arabia and Russia dealt him 
a “disappointment” with 
their decision last week to 
cut production, but the U.S. 
government forecasts that 
domestic output should 
increase by an average of 
roughly 840,000 barrels a day 
next year. 

Speaking at a Volvo drive-
train factory in Hagerstown, 
Maryland, Biden tried to 
make the case once more that 

lots more factory jobs were on 
the horizon.

“This is the progress we 
need to see,” the president 
said. “In the short term, the 
transition to a more stable 
growth that continues to 
deliver for workers and fami-
lies while bringing inflation 
down. In the long term, the 
economy built on a firmer 
foundation. We still have a lot 
of work to do. We’re build-
ing a different economy than 
before, a better one, a stron-
ger one.”

Yet polls show Biden with 
poor marks for his handling 
of the economy, and Ameri-
cans broadly view the coun-
try as headed in the wrong 
direction.

A September poll from 
Associated Press-NORC 
Center for Public Affairs 
Research found 38% of those 
surveyed approve of Biden’s 
economic leadership. Twen-
ty-nine percent of U.S. adults 
said the economy is in good 
shape, while 71% say it’s 
doing poorly. That was better 
than in June, when 20% said 
conditions were good and 
79% said they were bad.

Democratic candidates 
are facing relentless criticism 
from Republicans who want 
to make the Nov. 8 election 
a referendum on the pres-
ident’s performance. With 
GOP ads citing inflation and 
high gas prices, there is grow-
ing pressure for the White 
House to address the public’s 

concerns about the economy 
before Election Day.

Jason Furman, who led 
the White House Council of 
Economic Advisers under 
President Barack Obama, said 
the jobs numbers were a polit-
ical win for Biden, but also a 
warning of the economic 
hardship to come as the Fed 
faces pressure to raise rates to 
tackle inflation.

“The price level is still 
high and headline inflation is 
likely to have picked up every 
month from July through 
October due to the dynam-
ics of gas prices,” Furman 
said. Curtailing that, he said, 
“unfortunately will take a lot 
of time, and potentially a lot 
of pain, for them to succeed.”

Nowhere is Biden’s 
messaging challenge more 
pronounced than on gas 
prices.

For 99 consecutive days, 
the White House high-
lighted declining prices after 
their peak in June. But they 
started ticking up last month, 
and they have shot up more 
since OPEC and its partners 
announced severe produc-
tion cuts Wednesday. 

The U.S. national average 
is now $3.91 a gallon, accord-
ing to AAA. That’s below the 
June high of $5.02, but higher 
than a month ago ($3.74) and 
a year ago ($3.27).

At the end of March, Biden 
ordered the release of 1 
million barrels of oil a day for 
six months from the U.S. stra-

tegic reserve to help lower 
prices. The White House 
now says the administration 
is weighing further releases 
to offset the OPEC cuts. It 
has also tried to shame oil 
companies into increasing 
production and cutting their 
profit margins.

Meanwhile, the Fed 
expects that bringing infla-
tion closer to the central 
bank’s target of no more 
than 2% a year — it was 8.3% 
higher in September than a 
year earlier — will require 
a contraction in the labor 
market that could put at least 
a million people out of work. 

Fed officials indicated last 
month that the unemploy-
ment rate would climb next 
year to 4.4% — up nearly a 
full percentage point — if 
inflation were to fall below 
3%. The hiring Biden that 
cheered on Friday might 
soon give way to losses.

OPEC’s production cut 
could mean that it will be 
even harder to lower infla-
tion, with more expensive 
gas requiring the Fed to 
take more drastic measures 
to bring down prices, cost-
ing even more jobs.

Investment bank Gold-
man Sachs on Thursday 
suggested that oil prices 
will reach $110 a barrel 
toward the end of this year, 
compared with its prior 
forecast of $100 a barrel. 
That would translate into 
higher prices at the pump.

Biden
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Ryan “ROC” O’Connor applies sunscreen in Mount Dora on  
Oct. 2. PATRICK CONNOLLY/ORLANDO SENTINEL
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