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 PORT CHARLOTTE — A Southwest 
Florida family of four with two children 
must earn more than $104,000 a year to 
afford basic necessities and childcare, 
according to a new report from United 
Way.

For years, United Way and other aid 
organizations have been using the term 
ALICE, which stands for Asset Limited, 
Income Constrained, Employed popula-
tions in the United States. The threshold 
for ALICE families are above the Federal 
Poverty Level, but below the basic cost 
of living.

The ALICE report, which comes 
out each year, highlights counties in 

Southwest Florida that experience finan-
cial hardship, including Sarasota Coun-
ty’s family survival budget of $108,900 
and Charlotte County’s at $104,400.

DeSoto County’s at $80,556, however 
income in that county is lower as well.  

Doug Griesenauer, United Way Sun-
coast’s vice president of Community 
Impact, said DeSoto County has the 
highest percentage of population under 
the threshold.

“Rural communities do tend to have 

higher ALICE populations than urban 
communities.” Griesenauer said. “It’s 
cheaper to live in Arcadia than it is to live 
in Tampa — but the job prospects tend 
to be significantly fewer.”

The report highlighted population 
demographics and household numbers 
in Southwest Florida that struggle under 
the ALICE threshold.

ALICE HERMAN
Suncoast Searchlight

ARCADIA — As DeSoto 
County leaders have pursued 
what they hope will become 
an economic lifeline, they 
have accelerated reviews and 
embraced interpretations of 
county rules that help clear 
the way for a massive data 
center project whose envi-
ronmental impacts remain 
largely unknown.

Internal emails obtained 

through a public records 
request by Suncoast Search-
light show county staff 
describing the review time-
line as “aggressive” and say-
ing they did not have time to
follow the county’s normal 

review process.
Instead, commissioners

prioritized an application 
that has grown from an ini-
tial request of 34 acres into 
a more than 800-acre proj-
ect developers claim could be 

one of the largest data center 
projects on Earth.

“We are trying to get these 
items to the board quickly 
per their direction,” Misty 

Data center was fast tracked
DeSoto County’s
approval timeline 
for projects was 
‘aggressive,’ 
records show

ECONOMY

THE COST OF LIVING

In Southwest Florida, 
families need to make 
more than $104,000 
per year to pay for basic 
necessities, data shows
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Containers of donated snacks for students at All Faiths Food Bank in Sarasota.

SUN GRAPHIC BY NICOLE DROEGER VIA DATAWRAPPER

Percent of demographics below the ALICE threshold. Source: unitedforalice.org.
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WHAT THE  
NUMBERS SHOW

The 2026 ALICE report 
highlighted that more 
households 65 and older 
fell under the threshold. 
Griesenauer said older 
adults have fixed incomes, 
but not fixed expenses. 
Inflation takes a toll on 
weekly and monthly 
expenses.

“What we see is a lot of 
these older adults may not 
be in poverty, because we 
do have social safety nets 
like Medicare and Social 
Security,” Griesenauer said. 
“But those supports do not 
help our older adults get to 
a level of self-sufficiency 
based on the cost of hous-
ing that we see in our com-
munities.”

Angie Matthiessen, 
United Way of Charlotte 
County’s CEO, said the 
number of families strug-
gling are rising due to nat-
ural disasters.

“We’ve just come off of a 
pandemic and three major 
hurricanes,” Matthiessen 
said. “Our community is 
in a vulnerable place. The 
recovery for one major 
hurricane can be over 
seven years, so we’re see-
ing the evidence of a com-
munity that’s still trying to 
recover.”

According to United-
ForALICE’s 2019-24 data, 
more than three million 
Florida households were 
under ALICE, and more 
than one million were 
under the poverty level in 
2024.

Including popula-
tion reports from the U.S. 
Census Bureau, the 2024 
ALICE data for Southwest 
Florida show:

Charlotte County, (pop-
ulation 217,212):

 ■ ALICE: 28,978
 ■ Poverty: 9,729

DeSoto County, (popu-
lation 36,744):

 ■ ALICE: 4,330
 ■ Poverty: 2,882

Sarasota County, (popu-
lation 479,958):

 ■ ALICE: 73,865
 ■ Poverty: 20,968

The 2024 demographic 
report highlighted single 
households without chil-
dren, married with chil-
dren, single female and sin-
gle male households with 
children. They also include 
multiple age ranges.

UNITED WAY OFFERS 
ASSISTANCE

In 1887, United Way 
started as a charity orga-
nization in Denver, Col-
orado. Expanding across 
the globe, the organiza-
tion responds to the needs 
of local communities with 
fundraising and collabora-
tive efforts with other phil-
anthropic organizations.

United Way Suncoast 
serves five counties: Pinel-
las, Hillsborough, Mana-
tee, Sarasota and DeSoto. 

The nonprofit does com-
munity impact invest-
ments with philanthropic 
organizations such as All 
Faiths Food Bank. They 
also provide financial 
coaching and volunteer 
income tax assistance.

Community programs 
for summer childcare are 
funded by donations from 
United Way Suncoast. 
They are involved with 
the Quality Childcare Ini-
tiative, which works with 
childcare providers to 
assist ALICE households 
with access to early educa-
tion.

“We know that 80% of 
the brain development 
happens between ages zero 
to five,” Griesenauer said. 
“Making sure that our chil-
dren can be learning and 
building those supportive 
relationships that are valu-
able to themselves later on 
in life.”

Summer care programs 
are also funded through 
United Way Suncoast. 
Its 2026 numbers tout 25 

partners, 54 campsites and 
the nearly 1,000 schol-
arships children receive 
across the region.

“If you don’t have a 
strong summer involve-
ment, you may actu-
ally forget a few things,” 
Griesenauer said. “Sum-
mer care is designed to 
provide safe locations for 
our early school children 
and the ability to partici-
pate over the summer, so 
that their parents can keep 
working.”

United Way Charlotte is 
separate from United Way 
Suncoast, but part of the 
larger network. It also pro-
vides assistance to ALICE 
households and supports 
a VITA program and part-
ners with local banks to 
provide financial empow-
erment classes.

“We’re small and 
mighty,” Angie Matthies-
sen said. “So we pro-
vide financial assistance 
directly to the person in the 
home who’s struggling.”

Matthiessen said that 

households under the 
ALICE threshold strug-
gle with property damage 
following hurricanes and 
storms.

“The economic burdens 
that continue to get worse 
have and will continue to 
affect mental health,” Mat-
thiessen said.

Through United at 
Work, United Way’s col-
laborative program to sup-
port the local workforce 
with financial assistance, 
UnitedForAlice created an 
ALICE Disaster Tracker at: 
tinyurl.com/yfvn5cmr

The interactive map pro-
vides access to data from 
the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency and 
ALICE that show commu-
nities that are still strug-
gling from natural disas-
ters.

“In blue skies or gray 
skies, we always want to be 
ready to help,” Matthies-
sen said.

WHERE DOES HELP 
COME FROM?

Alongside the rising 
number of households 
under ALICE, food 
insecurity concerns 
increase. As a response to 
Southwest Florida’s food 
problems, nonprofits and 
community food drives 
provide families with 
meals.

All Faiths Food Bank 
partners with local 
agencies in Sarasota 
and DeSoto counties 
to distribute food. The 
nonprofit’s headquarters 
in Sarasota contains a food 
storage facility with quality 
inspectors and nutrition 
experts.

CEO Nelle Miller said 
the majority of food 
comes from their national 
agreement with Feeding 
America. Retail stores 
such as Walmart and 
Publix donate truckloads 

of food for distribution. 
Food types range from 
refrigerated produce to 
bakery goods.

All Faiths has more than 
870 points of distribution. 
It partners with more than 
1,000 agencies, including 
school pantries, wellness 
centers and hospitals.

All Faiths also accepts 
monetary donations 
through virtual food 
drives. The nonprofit will 
order food and organize 
items for distribution 
themselves. One of their 
distribution efforts is to 
fill backpacks of snacks 
for students returning to 
school.

The organization has 
noticed an increase in 
the number of people 
visiting food distribution 
locations. 2025 had a 26% 
increase of visits and, as of 
March 2026, there has been 
a 14% increase.

“We know that every 
little thing that happens, 
whether it’s a hurricane, 
a tropical storm, COVID, 
government shut down … 
all of that trickles down 
to the most basic needs,” 
Miller said. “The cuts 
to SNAP and Medicaid 
— as well as a decrease 
in coverage through the 
government marketplace 
for health insurance — are 
some of the reasons why 
more people are needing 
this food.”

Cost/from A1

SUN PHOTO BY NICOLE DROEGER

Irma Lancaster, director of communications and marketing for the Harry Chapin Food 
Bank, walks through the organization’s sprawling Fort Myers Warehouse recently. She 
said food donations are immediately catalogued in their system.

“Economic burdens 

that continue to  

get worse will 

continue to affect 

mental health.”

Angie Matthiessen,  
CEO, United Way of  

Charlotte County
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SEUNG MIN KIM 
and MANUEL BALCE CENETA
Associated Press

ANDREWS AIR FORCE 
BASE, Md. — President Donald 
Trump on Friday showed off the 
new Air Force One, a formerly 
Qatari-owned jumbo jet that has 
been converted into the official 
U.S. presidential aircraft.

The new aircraft eschews the 
Kennedy-era robin’s egg blue 
exterior of the old plane for a 
bolder look, with the underbelly 
of the plane painted navy blue 
with a red stripe above it. The 
plane’s left side, where the pres-
ident boards, features the presi-
dential seal, while the tail of the 
aircraft has a massive American 
flag on it.

“The workmanship of this 
plane is, when you see it, you 
won’t believe it,” Trump said 
from inside the massive Andrews 
Air Force Base hangar, as a cou-
ple hundred assembled Air Force 
personnel looked on. He spoke 
after stepping off the new plane 

in a dramatic flourish, as his sig-
nature tune “God Bless the USA” 
played.

The gift from Qatar is serving 
as a so-called “bridge” aircraft 
to carry the president until the 
new planes ordered directly from 
Boeing arrive. That is currently 
slated for 2028.

The administration formally 

accepted a luxury Boeing 747 
jet from Qatar last year to be 
used as the presidential airplane, 
despite questions about the eth-
ics and legality of accepting such 
an expensive gift from a foreign 
nation. Trump has insisted in the 
past that he would not fly around 
in the Qatari jet once he leaves 
office and said it would instead 

be donated to a future presiden-
tial library.

The Air Force has said in the 
past that security modifications 
to the jet would cost less than 
$400 million.

Trump’s efforts to reimag-
ine the presidential airplane 
date back to his first administra-
tion, when he directed that an 

incoming fleet of new jets would 
adopt a color scheme that was 
nearly identical to that of his per-
sonal airplane. Then-President 
Joe Biden reversed the decision 
in March 2023 as an Air Force 
review suggested that the darker 
colors could increase costs and 
delay delivery of the new jets, but 
once Trump returned to office, 
he returned to his desired colors 
for the plane.

Other government jets that 
carry other top administration 
officials will also use the sim-
ilar red, white and navy color 
scheme, the Air Force said earlier 
this year.

An Air Force spokesperson, 
who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity to discuss sensitive plans, 
told The Associated Press that 
the two current planes, known 
as VC-25As, will not be retir-
ing. Instead, they will remain in 
the fleet until the new Boeing 
planes, referred to as VC-25Bs, 
come into service, the spokesper-
son said.

It is unclear how the older jets 
will be used but the spokesper-
son said that both the Qatari jet 
as well as the VC-25As will be 
available for use and “the Presi-
dential Airlift Group will select 
the appropriate aircraft for each 
mission based on operational 
requirements.”

President Donald Trump unveils the new Air Force One
A formerly Qatari-
owned jumbo jet 
now converted into 
the official US 
presidential aircraft

ASSOCIATED PRESS

President Donald Trump speaks after touring the newly designated Air Force One presidential aircraft at 
Joint Base Andrews, Md., Friday, June 19, 2026.

All Faiths does not 
turn people away. More 
information about food 
distribution can be found 
at: allfaithsfoodbank.org

To the south, Harry 
Chapin Food Bank started 
distributing food in 1983.

Named after the late 
singer-songwriter, the 
organization serves 
Charlotte, Collier, Hendry, 
Glades and Lee counties. 
They are also a part of 

Feeding America and 
partner with local agencies, 
farms and churches to 
distribute food.

President and CEO 
Richard LeBer has led the 
food bank for 10 years. 
He’s noticed a significant 
increase of people with 
food insecurity that 
mirrors the growth from 
the pandemic. 

“People figure out 
ways to make ends meet, 
and they often involve 
sacrifices,” LeBer said. “It 
works until something 

goes wrong and there’s no 
extra money left over.”

Last year, Harry Chapin 
distributed a total of 38.5 
million pounds of food. 
As a nonprofit, 80% of 
its food is donated from 
private sources, primarily 
retail. Of that, 35% are 
perishable produce and 
15% falls under meat 
and protein. The rest are 
nonperishables.

Their headquarters 
in Lee County include 
volunteer rooms, a 
large storage area and a 
packing room. Food that 
is deemed unfit for human 
consumption are donated 
to pig farms in the region. 

Harry Chapin has more 
than 4,000 volunteers 

involved with food 
distribution. People in 
need are welcome to attend 
a food drive hosted by an 
agency. More information 
can be found at: 
HarryChapinFoodBank.
org

“We promise we will 
make it as painless and 
pleasant of an experience 
as we possibly can,” LeBer 
said. “We know the people 
who are hungry are not 
having a good day. It’s not 
our job to make that any 
worse; it’s our job to help 
them.”

The 2026 ALICE 
annual report and other 
data can be found at: 
UnitedForAlice.org
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Servia, the county’s plan-
ning director, wrote in a 
May 14 email to a consul-
tant working on the data 
center application. “And 
we don’t have time to go 
through the normal review 
and comment process.” 

Among the clearest 
examples of the coun-
ty’s eagerness to appease 
the developer is how offi-
cials handled a key land-
use restriction in DeSoto’s 
growth plan that prohibits 
rezoning agricultural land 
to create power plants.

County staff accepted 
the developer’s argument 
that the rule does not apply 
here because their proj-
ect is a private entity — 
not a public utility — even 
though it would rely on 
natural-gas turbines the 
developers say could be 
capable of generating up to 
4 gigawatts of electricity, 
enough to power to sustain 
millions of households.

They also agreed with 
the developer that despite 
the scale of the power 

generation, those aspects 
of the project would form 
an “ancillary,” not primary, 
use of the property.

But all of that momen-
tum could come to a sud-
den halt if commission-
ers approve plans for a 
proposed moratorium 
added to Tuesday’s agenda 
by Commissioner Jerod 
Gross.

The item calls for the 
County Attorney “to pre-
pare a temporary morato-
rium on the acceptance, 
review, or approval of 
applications related to data 
center facilities” just weeks 
before the commission is 
set to vote on the project’s 
expansion.

The pushback is the lat-
est in a series of similar 
steps by local governments 
across the state, joining 
Pasco, Nassau and Cit-
rus counties, which have 
all pursued rules blocking 
any new data centers. City 
commissioners in Lake-
land took steps this week to 
do the same. 

Gross was not imme-
diately available for 

comment. It’s unclear if 
other commissioners sup-
port the moratorium.

The conflicting signals 
reflect what’s at stake for 
the rural county, which is 
marked by high poverty 
and a declining agricul-
tural sector.

County officials have 
touted the possibility that a 
major industrial develop-
ment could help fund ser-
vices and infrastructure 
that have long been dif-
ficult to afford. But they 
have faced a chorus of crit-
ics who worry the environ-
mental and health impacts 
of a major data center proj-
ect could outweigh its eco-
nomic benefits.

“What studies have been 
conducted to determine 
the impact of this project 
on our regional groundwa-
ter levels, freshwater avail-
ability and saltwater intru-
sion risks?” Arcadia resi-
dent Alexandria Reed said 
at a county commission 
meeting earlier this month.

Even though the data 
center was not on the 
agenda, Reed was among 

dozens of residents who 
packed the room in protest 
of the development. They 
spent more than two hours 
raising questions and reg-
istering their opposition.

“What assurances do us, 
the residents, have,” Reed 
continued, “that the antic-
ipated revenue will be suf-
ficient enough to offset the 
infrastructure costs and 
public service demands 
created by the facility?”

Those concerns are 
reflected around the state, 
where rural communi-
ties are rejecting data cen-
ter proposals and imposing 
temporary bans.

“You don’t want to jump 
out of the airplane and find 
out your parachute ain’t 
working,” said Ed Johnson, 
a former DeSoto County 
commissioner who has 
been campaigning for the 
county to adopt a morato-
rium. “I just think they’re 
moving too fast, and there 
are too many unknowns 
that have not been dis-
cussed or even thought 
about.”

DCIP GROUP SOUGHT 
TO ASSUAGE FEARS
When DCIP Group first 

approached the county 
several months ago about 
a plan to convert a decom-
missioned power plant into 
a complex of gas-powered 
data centers, commission-
ers seemed skeptical.

“They all came in ask-
ing questions first,” DCIP 
Group CEO Jon Brown 
told Suncoast Searchlight. 
“There was some time 
where they looked at it like: 
scale is good, scale is scary.”

During a series of one-on-
one meetings with county 
commissioners, DCIP 

Group laid out an argument 
— one they’ve since shared 
in public forums and with 
journalists. 

A slideshow promot-
ing the project lays out key 
takeaways that they have 
sought to impart on the 
public and on county offi-
cials. They vow to miti-
gate noise, and say that the 
project’s natural gas-pow-
ered facilities will not draw 
from the local utility grid. 
DCIP Group has promised 
to utilize a “closed loop” 
cooling system to mini-
mize its water use.
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SCREENGRAB FROM THE FLORIDA CHANNEL

Jon Brown, CEO of DCIP Group, spoke at a senate committee 
meeting in January about a new bill regulating data centers.
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Affordable
Living Trusts
Now there’s no excuse for you and your

family not to benefit from the advantages
of a Revocable Living Trust -- especially if

you own a home or condo.

Single Person $595
Married Couple $695
Plus Additional Incidental Cost

Robert D. Schwartz
Attorney at Law and CPA

Toll Free 1-866-34TRUST(348-7878)
Paulson Centre

18245 Paulson Dr.
Suite 107

Port Charlotte, FL 33954

Premier Executive Center
5237 Summerlin Commons

Blvd., Suite 322
Fort Myers, FL 33907

Available by appointment

Mr. Schwartz’s qualifications Include:
Graduate of Univ. of Florida College of Law w/honors.
Graduated Cum Laude from Florida State University.

National Speaker on Estate & Tax Planning

“The hiring of a lawyer is an important decision that should not be based
solely upon advertisement. Before you decide, ask me to send you free

written information about our qualifications and experience.”
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All Veterans - All Families 
CREMATIONS LLC

       SIMPLE DIRECT CREMATION $1295.
Urns, Jewelry and more!

$1195 for Veterans
All Inclusive 

693 Old Englewood Rd, Unit B, Englewood, FL 34223
www.allvetscremations.com • 941-460-6324ad
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Mention this 
ad for a FREE 
Consultation

• Wills 
• Trusts 
• Probate
• Estate 

Planning

Call 941-475-4418 
3502 North Access Rd. unit 5 Englewood
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