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STATE REVIEWING
CONTRACT PROBE
Florida’schief inspectorgen-
eral is looking into thehan-
dlingofabid-riggingprobe
at theFloridaDepartmentof
Education.Local&State,3A

STOCKS RECOVER
AFTER A WILD RIDE
AmidworriesoverUkraine
tensionsandFedReserve rate
hikes, theDowdropsmore
than1,000pointsona tumul-
tousdaybefore it endswith
modestgains.Business,6A
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BY JACK EVANS
Times Staff Writer

No matter how many times she
said “stop,” the texts kept com-
ing. They made jokes and prom-
ises; they told her shewas about to
miss out. “Hellllo,” one said in all-
caps. They came all through the
summer of 2021, at 10:03 a.m. or
1:46 p.m. or 8:01 p.m.
Themessages sent to Cheri Aul’s

cellphone weren’t from an irritat-
ing ex-lover or a bygone acquain-
tance — they were from David’s
Bridal. Aul, who is unmarried and
wasn’t a customer of the formal-
wear retailer, started receiving
the texts when she changed phone

carriers and got a new number.
By August, she’d tracked down a
phone number listed on the retail-
er’s website, under the heading
“How to Unsubscribe.” She texted
“stop” every time she got another
text advertising a sale on brides-
maids’ dresses or a collection of
autumnal shawls.
When that didn’t work, she

hired a lawyer.
“It became excessively irritating,

and as some would say, even bor-
derline abusive,” said Aul, 46, who
lives in Clearwater and works at a
library.
Aul’s lawsuit, filed in Septem-

ber in Pinellas-Pasco circuit court

as a class action, is among the
first brought under a new law
that expands the ability to go
after robocallers and robotexters.
It could also be an early test: In a
motion to dismiss the case, attor-
neys for David’s Bridal argued
this month that the law — which
passed the Florida Legislature
and went into effect last year — is
unconstitutional.
To thosewho pushed for the law,

it’s an exciting new weapon in a
battle against rogue telemarketers,
whether they’re scammers or legit-
imate businesses that overreach.
Among proponents is Aul’s lawyer,
Billy Howard, the founder of Tam-

pa-based The Con-
sumer Protection
Firm. Howard calls
robocalling a “mas-
sive invasion of pri-
vacy” that, if left
unchecked, would
turn into an “apoc-
alyptic disaster.”
“We are very con-

fident that our white hats are on
properly, and we are facing a lot of
bad guys, and now the ammuni-
tion we have is a really good law,”
he said.
Aul approached Howard as

a last-ditch effort. She said she
expected to be told that there was

nothing she could do but ignore
and delete the messages. She had
wondered whether she could
take action against David’s Bridal
under the Telephone Consumer
Protection Act, a 1991 federal
law that established the nation-
wide Do Not Call registry. But she
hadn’t known that Florida law-
makers had taken up the issue in
the wake of a ruling limiting the
federal law.
Florida has long been a hotbed

for both telemarketers and their
targets, a reality Howard chalked
up to a population that includes
many older residents. Florida’s key

Robocall law offers recourse
A state law passed in 2021makes it easier to sue companies over unwanted calls and texts.

Billy
Howard

See ROBOCALLS, 8A

DIRK SHADD | Times

DENNIS JOYCE | Times
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With several of Florida’s larg-
est school districts seeking new
superintendents, Pinellas County
School Board chairperson Eileen
Long said she wants to “get busy”
so her district doesn’t lose top can-
didates to the others.
At the same time, though, she

and her board colleagues sig-
naled they don’t want to rush their
search to replace retiring superin-
tendentMikeGrego, either.
“I think that’s when you really

don’t vet the candidates,” Long
said.
The example of Miami-Dade

County loomed large in their

minds. The Miami-Dade School
Board gave aspirants seven days to
apply for the job being vacated by
longtime superintendent Alberto
Carvalho, and moved to pick
someone two weeks after the win-
dow closed.
Its process generated com-

plaints that the next chief exec-
utive had been chosen in a back
room, and the interviewswere just
for show.
“That is not what I would sup-

port in any way, shape or form,”
said Carol Cook, the only current
member of the Pinellas board to
have participated in a superinten-
dent search.

Pinellas superintendent
search seeks balance

BY SYRA ORTIZ-BLANES
AND ANA CEBALLOS

Times/Herald Tallahassee Bureau

TALLAHASSEE — Republi-
cans in a Florida Senate commit-
tee on Monday pushed through a
bill that would bar the state from
doing business with companies
that transport undocumented
migrants into the state, giving
a nod to a controversial but key
part of Gov. Ron DeSantis’ elec-
tion-year agenda.
The measure, approved by the

Senate Judiciary Committee on a
party-line vote, would also expand
the scope of a 2019 law that barred
so-called sanctuary cities in the
state, less than four months aftera

federal judge in Miami deemed
portions of the law unconstitu-
tional and guided by “discrimina-
torymotives.”
It would alsomandate that Flor-

ida sheriffs enroll in a partnership
with the U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement that trains
and authorizes county-level offi-
cers to perform limited functions
of federal immigration authorities.
Sen. Aaron Bean, R-Fernan-

dina Beach, argued the measure
is needed to end a “human smug-
gling operation” perpetuated by
President Joe Biden’s immigration
policies, echoing the same argu-
ments that DeSantis, who is seek-

Fla. immigration debate
renewed with GOP bill

BY JIM SAUNDERS
News Service of Florida

TALLAHASSEE — After a U.S.
Supreme Court ruling this month
that backed the Biden adminis-
tration, Florida has dropped its
appeal in a legal fight against fed-
eral COVID-19 vaccination require-
ments forhealthcareworkers.
Attorney General AshleyMoody’s

office filed a motion Friday to dis-
miss an appeal that was filed at the
11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals.
That appeal came after a Pensaco-
la-based district judge in Novem-
ber refused to block the vaccina-
tion requirements for workers at
hospitals, nursing homes and other
healthcareproviders.
The motion cited a Jan. 13 rul-

ing by the U.S. Supreme Court that
upheld the vaccination require-
ments in cases from other parts of
thecountry.
The requirements, which apply

to providers that take part in the
Medicaid andMedicare programs,
will start to take effect Thursday
in Florida. At that point, workers
will need to have received at least
one dose of the vaccine or have
pending requests for exemptions.
Workers will have an additional
month to become fully vaccinated.
Gov. Ron DeSantis’ administra-

tion has continued to oppose the
requirements and vowed not to
help carry them out. Agency for
Health Care Administration Sec-
retary SimoneMarstiller said after
the Supreme Court ruling that her
agency will “not survey for compli-
ance with the CMS (federal Cen-
ters for Medicare & Medicaid Ser-
vices) vaccinemandate rule.”

State drops
its appeal
against vax
mandate
Earlier thismonth, the
SupremeCourt upheld
the requirements for
health careworkers.

See VACCINE, 15A

K
ris Hampsey, 71, and her hus-
band, Jim, 76, look out at the
boats at Demens Landing Park
in St. Petersburg on Monday.
They were at the St. Petersburg

Power and Sailboat Show last week and were
watching some of the boats leave. “Ah, I love
it as long as I have my coat on,” Kris Hampsey
said. “We finally get to wear coats.” At right,
mist hovers over the Hillsborough River
dam at Rowlett Park in Tampa. The National
Weather Service said Monday was the coldest
morning Tampa Bay has had in two years. For
the weather ahead this week, see Page 5A

Feelingwinter’s nip

County school boardmemberswant tomove
quickly but thoroughly to pick the right person.
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It would block the state fromworkingwith
companies bringing in undocumentedmigrants.
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Got rain gear?


