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The $2.3 million initiative known as
“A Community Thrives” announced its
2021 grant winners today, including fi�ve
nonprofi�t organizations based in Collier
County.

Better Together/FlourishNow,
Habitat for Humanity of Collier County,
Jewish Federation of Greater Naples
Inc,Naples Art Association and St. Mat-
thews House Inc. were awarded com-
munity operating grants along with oth-
er nonprofi�t organizations across the
country.

Better Together/FlourishNow is ded-
icated to helping people help them-
selves. It empowers them to fi�nd em-
ployment and provide a loving, safe and
supportive foundation for their chil-

dren.
Habitat for Humanity of Collier

County seeks to put God’s love into ac-
tion. Habitat for Humanity brings peo-
ple together to build homes, communi-
ties and hope.

The mission of the Jewish Federation
of Greater Naples is to enhance and en-
rich the quality of Jewish life by recog-
nizing and supporting the charitable
educational, humanities and social ser-
vice needs of the Jewish community lo-
caly.

Naples Art Association aims to en-
lighten, engage, educate, and enrich the
community, building on Naples Art’s
history and position of leadership as a
hub of visual contemporary art with a
local and global footprint.

St, Matthews House helps those who,
through circumstances in their lives,
need a hand up. All of the ministries and
programs at St. Matthew’s House are
case managed, through love and disci-
pline, to address the underlying issues
that prevent the clients from achieving

independence and reconnection with
God, their families and their sense of
purpose.

The grants, starting at $2,500, are
chosen by leaders across Gannett’s USA
TODAY Network of more than 250 news
sites in 46 states. Organizations that fo-
cus on building up historically under-
resourced and underserved groups will
especially be considered. 

“Now in its fi�fth year, A Community
Thrives awards grants to many signifi�-
cant causes helping to improve lives,”
Gannett CEO Mike Reed said. “Each of
our grant winners is making a positive
impact, and we are proud to support or-
ganizations that share our purpose.” 

Gannett is the parent company of the
Naples Daily News.

The fi�ve Collier County grantees were
each awarded $2,777.

All grant recipients raised money
through crowdfunding before prior to
receiving a grant.

Since, 2017, A Community Thrives
has distributed $17 million in grants and
donations to community-based organi-

Nonprofi�ts draw Gannett grants 
5 organizations in Collier
County get $2,777 each

Mark H. Bickel
Naples Daily News

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

A Community Thrives grant program
helps community nonprofi�ts
COLUMBUS DISPATCH

See GRANTS, Page 10A

A 34-year-old local diner will host a
talk show from a 25-year-old cable
news channel Thursday morning. 

Mel’s Diner in Fort Myers will serve
as the backdrop for a segment of Fox
News’ “Fox & Friends,” which airs 6-9
a.m. weekdays on the news network.
The show’s “Breakfast with Friends”
segment will be recorded at the Mel’s
at 4820 S. Cleveland Ave., Fort Myers. 

“This is, I think, the third or fourth
time they’ve come in,” Mel’s owner Ro-
mey Terezi said, referring to the talk
show segment. 

“Most of our regulars, you know,
they’re locals, and they just want to
come and talk to the locals.”

Terezi said the segments have
proven popular, drawing larger-than-
normal crowds to this already-bustling
breakfast spot (lunch and dinner spot,
too). While Mel’s had to push its nor-
mal opening time to 8 a.m. due to the
eff�ects of the pandemic, the restaurant
will be up and at it early Thursday with
doors opening at 5 a.m. to accommo-
date the Fox News crews and interest-
ed customers. 

“‘Fox & Friends Weekend’ co-host
Pete Hegseth will be on location dis-
cussing news of the day and the 25th
anniversary of FOX News Channel,” a
Fox press release noted. 

Terezi said Hegseth has visited
Mel’s for the segment in the past, as
has Abby Huntsman, a former Fox cor-
respondent who went on to co-host
“The View” on ABC. Huntsman report-
ed from Mel’s on Nov. 10, 2016, shortly
after Donald Trump was elected presi-
dent. 

The diner, according to Terezi, is no
stranger to national attention — on
both sides of the political spectrum. In
addition to the handful of “Fox &
Friends” events, the Fort Myers res-
taurant hosted then-Vice President
Joe Biden during a campaign stop in 

Fort Myers
diner will
host ‘Fox
& Friends’ 
Show returns to Mel’s 
Thursday to record
segment over breakfast 

Annabelle Tometich
Fort Myers News-Press

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

If you go
What: “Fox & Friends” segment taping
at Mel’s Diner

Where: 4820 S. Cleveland Ave., Fort
Myers

When: Mel’s doors open 5 a.m.
Thursday; the show airs 6-9 a.m.

More: 239-275-7850 or
melsdiners.com

See DINER, Page 16A

The South Seas Island Resort on
Captiva Island has sold.

A trio of companies has announced
the acquisition of the iconic resort.

One of the buyers is Naples-based
developer The Ronto Group. Owner
Anthony Solomon said the immediate
focus will be to “elevate the guest ex-
perience” at the resort. 

“For right now, we are very focused
on hiring more people for the resort
and getting them trained properly,” he
said.

The new owners are making imme-
diate improvements, including spruc-
ing up the landscaping and catching
up on routine maintenance, such as
painting, which started Monday.

Bigger changes will come later.
They’ll require planning — and per-

mitting, which are sure to take time,
Solomon said.

Asked what sparked his interest in
the resort, Solomon said: “It’s an
amazing piece of property. It’s irre-
placeable.”

The resort’s proximity to Naples
and Fort Myers is a big plus, and there
are other characteristics that make it
highly attractive — and unique, Solo-
mon said. 

“It’s got some of the most magnifi�-
cent beach in Florida and it’s got great

marinas and it’s got some of the best
fi�shing in the state,” he said. “And, obvi-
ously, it’s a very established and well-
known family destination.” 

Founded in 1967, Ronto has devel-
oped residential and commercial pro-
jects worldwide, including in Southwest
Florida.

South Seas was actively marketed for
sale, but not for long before catching the
eyes of its new owners, Solomon said.

‘Nimble and ready’

The other two investors are the Tim-

bers Co. and Wheelock Street Capital.
Last month, the two companies an-

nounced they had entered into a strate-
gic partnership that would allow Tim-
bers to be “nimble and ready to exploit
opportunities, including stabilizing dis-
tressed assets, or acquiring hotels, land
for ground up development, or pursuing
value-add projects.”

Timbers has developed, sold and op-
erated master-planned resorts around
the world. It’s the company behind Tim-
bers Resorts.

In a statement, Timbers CEO Greg
Spencer said: “As a native Floridian and
having vacationed on both Sanibel and
Captiva growing up, I have an immense
appreciation for just how special this re-
sort is to all the generations that have
visited over the last several decades. Se-
curing a coastal Florida resort location
was one of our primary goals when we
relocated to Florida from Colorado.”

Timbers opened its new corporate
headquarters in Winter Park, near Or-
lando, in December 2018.

Ronto and Timbers will partner on
the development of the island property,
while Wheelock is providing the fi�nanc-
ing.

In a phone interview Monday, Spen-
cer said he especially liked the resort’s
Old Florida charm, which is rare in a
state that has been overdeveloped in so
many parts.

Acquisition of iconic resort
announced by 3 companies

Competitors in the 2015 Galloway Captiva Tri compete at the South Seas Resort on Captiva Island. The resort has been
sold to a trio of companies, including a Naples-based developer. JACK HARDMAN/NEWS-PRESS.COM 

South Seas Island Resort on Captiva Island sells for an undisclosed price

Laura Layden
Fort Myers News-Press

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See RESORT, Page 5A

South Seas Island Resort on Captiva
Island has been sold. NEWS-PRESS FILE
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860 111th Avenue North
Naples, FL 34108

Collins Vision has been Southwest Florida’s trusted

choice for LASIK, cataract surgery and comprehensive

eye care since 2004, and they’re excited to welcome

Dr. Friedrichs to the team. He is a board-certified

ophthalmologist with world-class training from one of

the top ophthalmology programs in the country and has

over 15 years of experience.

Collins Vision Welcomes
JASON C. FRIEDRICHS, MD, MS

Schedule an appointment with

Dr. Friedrichs today! 239.204.2782

239.204.2782
collinsvision.com

6900 International Center Blvd
Fort Myers, FL 33912

Cataract Surgery | Oculoplastic Surgery

Treatment of Glaucoma and Retina Diseases

Eye Emergencies | Medical Eye Exams

Earl
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Connect with a local advisor

Review a tailored list of recommendations

Evaluate, tour and decide with confidence

Find the right senior living
option for your mom or dad
with our personalized process

A Place for Mom helps thousands of families like
Earl’s each year and simplifies the process of
finding senior living with customized guidance at
no cost to your family.

Our service is free, as we’re paid by our
participating communities and providers.

Connect with us at 866.403.6931

H OM E C A R EA S S I S T E D L I V I N G M E M O R Y C A R E I N D E P E N D E N T L I V I N G

H OM E C A R EA S S I S T E D L I V I N G M E M O R Y C A R E I N D E P E N D E N T L I V I N G

The purchase price of the expansive
resort property wasn’t disclosed by the
buyers.

Several news outlets reported a pur-
chase price of more than $50 million,
but Spencer said that’s not accurate.

“I’m not at liberty to share what the
actual price was,” he said. “But that’s
not the purchase price.” 

Over the next six to eight months, im-
provements will be made to the resort’s
amenities, including its marinas and
dining outlets, to bring them up back up
to the level that guests expect to see at a
destination resort of its caliber today. 

The resort, he said, wasn’t kept up to
the standards it should have been under
the same ownership for so many years,
so there’s some catching up to do to
make it current — and to bring it back to
the expected service levels. 

“Right now, we really want to im-
prove the guest experience,” Spencer
said. “I think it has suff�ered.”

The coronavirus pandemic hasn’t
helped matters.

Future plans

As for bigger improvements down the
road, Spencer said nothing has been de-
cided just yet, but he has some ideas.

“Frankly, we are going to look at other
plans in the future, such as renovating
the hotel and making further improve-
ments to the conference center, the re-
tail space and other parts of the proper-
ty,” he said.

Workforce housing will come down,
as it’s in bad shape, with two of the
buildings already condemned, Spencer
said. 

“We are thinking about possibly buy-
ing a couple of apartment buildings
elsewhere in the area and basically relo-
cating workforce housing there,” he
said.

In the meantime, the employees who
were living in the housing will get three
months of free rent to move elsewhere,
and could get a few more months of ad-
ditional fi�nancial assistance after that if
needed to help with the transition,
Spencer said.

The bulk of the workforce housing,
he said, had been used for visa holders,
but the resort hadn’t used the foreign
exchange program for a few years.

There are plans to increase the staff�

by 20% to improve service levels, which
would equate to an additional 40 or so
employees, Spencer said. 

He knows fi�nding that many employ-
ees won’t be easy, but his company
plans to do its part to create a desirable
— and fun — place to work. 

“Frankly, it’s tough trying to hire in
this environment,” Spencer said. “We
are experiencing it throughout the
globe. There is defi�nitely a dearth of
hospitality workers.” 

One of the biggest opportunities he
sees is to grow the resort’s wedding
business, which may involve upgrading
or adding on to its event and dining ven-
ues. This year, the property expects to
host 78 weddings. Spencer sees the op-
portunity to grow that number to more
than 250 a year.

“That’s the business we’re in,” he
said. “It’s creating memories.”

The new ownership will also encour-
age private owners to improve their
properties, if they haven’t done so re-
cently, to elevate their vacation rentals.

Money to invest

Wheelock provided the capital for

the purchase and will help fi�nance the
improvements on the property.

Formed in 2008, the company has
raised more than $4 billion in capital
commitments from well–known insti-
tutional investors. It focuses on real es-
tate investment opportunities across
the United States.

Wheelock has partnered with Ronto
before. They’ve successfully developed
more than 700 residential condomini-
ums in Southwest Florida. 

Wheelock’s other hotel investments
include the Chateau Elan Winery and
Resort outside of Atlanta, Georgia and
the 265-key all-suite, AAA Four Dia-
mond Hotel Contessa in San Antonio.

Founded in 1946, the 330-acre South
Seas Resort property includes a vast
wildlife preserve and an estuary. The
property takes up about one-third of the
northern tip of the six-mile-long Capti-
va Island. 

There are a total of 434 accommoda-
tions, including hotel guestrooms and
suites, one- to three-bedroom condo-
miniums and the private homes and
cottages.

The amenities include 20 swimming
pools, beachfront golf, tennis, water-

front dining and a full-service spa.

Bit of history

Originally a key lime plantation 100
years ago, the island property has seen
many changes since then, evolving into
a destination resort.

The property was previously owned
by a limited liability company operating
under the name BRE/South Seas Resort
Owner, an affi�liate of Blackstone. 

Blackstone, an investment manage-
ment company, acquired the resort
along with nine other properties owned
by MeriStar Hospitality for $367 million
in early 2006.

Later, Blackstone acquired the rest of
MeriStar for $2.6 billion. 

After purchasing South Seas, Black-
stone breathed new life into the proper-
ty, helping it to recover from the devas-
tation caused by Hurricane Charley in
2004. The company made big invest-
ments to not only rebuild the property,
but rebrand it.

The local owners sold their interests
in the property decades ago — in Octo-
ber 1998. Back then, property records
show it went for $28.25 million.

Resort
Continued from Page 3A

Greg Bates, of Nashville, Tenn, performs during the fi�rst day of the second annual Island Hopper Songwriter Fest in the
Captiva ballroom at South Seas Island Resort. A trio of companies has announced the acquisition of the iconic resort for an
undisclosed purchase price. The new owners are making immediate improvements, including sprucing up the landscaping
and catching up on routine maintenance. Bigger changes will come later. 
JACK HARDMAN/NEWS-PRESS FILE


