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FM group is still helping Jamaica

Distributes supplies
to hurricane victims

Mickenzie Hannon
Fort Myers News-Press & Naples Daily News
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

Months after Hurricane Melissa
ripped through Jamaica as a Category 5
storm, recovery remains unfinished,
and for Nadine “Deanie” Singh, the
work has not slowed.

The founder of Fort Myers-based
Premier Mobile Health Services is back
on the ground, helping distribute med-
ical supplies and care to communities
still struggling to rebuild.

The need is still severe, Singh said.
She’s working to get a large shipping
container of medical supplies and non-

perishable food through Jamaica’s cus-
toms so it can reach communities still
struggling to survive.

“There are many people still without
shelter,” she said. “The schools are un-
able to open back up next month be-
cause the people are still using the
school as shelter because their homes
have been demolished.”

Premier Mobile Health Services is
based in Fort Myers, with a new loca-
tion in Immokalee.

The group typically provides mobile
medical care to underserved residents
across Lee and Collier counties. It
wasn’'t until Singh watched on TV as
Hurricane Melissa devastated Jamaica
that she knew she had to step in and
help, backed by an organization that al-
ready had extensive disaster-response
experience in Southwest Florida.

What does life look like for
survivors right now?

“There’s no light, no water. It’s still
just horrific. It's something in the
movies,” Singh said.

After Hurricane Melissa’s 185-mph
winds tore through communities Oct.
28, many families are still living in tents
or temporary shelters, with some areas
without electricity or running water.

“There are many people who... live up
in the hills and the areas that have been
cut off that can’t come down to the main
road to get the food, the things that they
need,” she said.

Although major roads have been
cleared, Singh said isolation remains a
serious problem, especially in moun-
tainous regions where helicopter food
drops have stopped and residents rely

on small groups traveling door-to-door.

“This is just us on the ground still go-
ing into homes, still knocking, still see-
ing what they need,” Singh said, calling
from Jamaica. She and her team have
returned several times since the hurri-
cane to help with recovery.

How has the medical crisis shifted
since the storm?

In the immediate aftermath of Hurri-
cane Melissa, Singh said, medical emer-
gencies were severe. Hospitals were
damaged or demolished, and some pa-
tients required amputations because
care was delayed.

“Now it’s the aftermath, the depres-
sion, the anxiety, the things that they
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back hatchling enters the ocean at Juno Beach after being released near the Loggerhead

Marinelife Center. On the critically endangered list, it is the largest sea turtle in the world and and can
grow to 6.5 feet in length and weigh as much as 2,000 pounds. GREG LOVETT/PALM BEACH POST

Conservationists fight
‘Trump Extinction Plan’

Say whales, manatees, turtles are under threat

Timothy O’Hara
Treasure Coast Newspapers
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

dreds of endangered species. The groups say pro-
posed new rules, announced Nov. 19, would:

e Bias listing decisions with unreliable and un-
needed economic analysis.

A Trump administration proposal would weaken
the Endangered Species Act, putting profits ahead
of the most vulnerable animals, Florida conserva-
tion groups say.

The proposal could harm some of Florida’s most
iconic and imperiled species, such as manatees,
sea turtles and North Atlantic right whales, accord-
ing to representatives with these five groups: Save
the Manatee Club, Sea Turtle Conservancy, Coastal
Connections, Blue World Research Institute, and
the Endangered Species Coalition.

The ESA, passed in1970, has been a powerful le-
gal tool that has prevented the extinction of hun-

e Obstruct the ability to list new protected spe-
cies.

e Make it easier to remove plants and animals
from the federal endangered or threatened list.

e Make it harder to designate and protect critical
habitat.

e Protect species impacted by changing envi-
ronmental conditions such as sea level rise and
global temperature change.

e Reduce voluntary conservation incentives and
weaken the consultation process.

See ‘EXTINCTION’, Page 6A

North Atlantic right whales Curlew and Koala swim south to the warmer waters off Stuart. Drones are
prohibited from flying over right whales, and the public must stay 500 yards away from the whales.
PROVIDED BY JOEL COHEN OF THE BLUE WORLD RESEARCH INSTITUTE

Florida
‘medical
freedom’ bill
addresses
vaccination
status

Jim Saunders
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

Calling it the “Health Care Medical
Freedom Act,” a House Republican on
Dec. 28 filed a bill that says health-care
providers could not “discriminate”
against patients based on vaccination
status and seeks to add disclosure re-
quirements when children get vacci-
nated.

The bill (HB 917), filed by Rep. Jeff
Holcomb, R-Spring Hill, for the legisla-
tive session that will start Jan. 13,
comes as state health officials look to
do away with certain vaccine man-
dates for schoolchildren.

It also comes as U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services Secretary
Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a longtime vac-
cine skeptic, has fueled controversy
about vaccinations and as many phy-
sicians and health groups have pushed
back by touting the importance of vac-
cines in preventing the spread of dis-
eases.

Holcomb’s bill, in part, would pre-
vent health-care facilities and provid-
ers from discriminating based on vac-
cination status, a scenario, for exam-
ple, that could occur if a doctor did not
want to have an unvaccinated patient.

Similarly, the proposal would tweak
what is known as the Florida Patient’s
Bill of Rights and Responsibilities. The
bill of rights already seeks to protect
health-care access based on a variety
of factors, and Holcomb’s bill would
add vaccination status.

“A patient has the right to impartial
access to medical treatment or accom-
modations, regardless of race, nation-
al origin, religion, handicap, vaccina-
tion status, or source of payment,” the
proposal says.

Providers who violated the discrim-
ination ban could face discipline, un-
der the bill.

The proposal also would require
providers to inform parents of children
about the “unique risks, benefits, safe-
ty and efficacy of each vaccine” includ-
edinavaccination schedule. Providers
would have to use materials approved
by the Florida Board of Medicine and
the Florida Board of Osteopathic
Medicine.

Holcomb’s bill also would create an
exemption based on “conscience” to a
state requirement that children have
health exams within one year before
they enroll in school. Parents already
can seek exemptions from the require-
ment based on religious grounds.

In addition, the bill would allow
people to obtain the antiparasitic drug
ivermectin without prescriptions.
Pharmacists would be able to sell the
drug from behind the counter. Iver-
mectin drew heavy attention — and
controversy — for its use during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

As of Dec. 29, a Senate version of

See VACCINATIONS, Page 4A
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‘Extinction’
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Trump proposes changes to
Endangered Species Act

NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries
Service and the Department of the Inte-
rior’s U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service pro-
posed new rules to “restore ESA regula-
tions to their proven 2019 and 2020
framework,” which “advance President
Donald J. Trump’s directives to
strengthen American energy independ-
ence, improve regulatory predictability
and ensure federal actions align with the
best reading of the law.”

“The proposal ensures decisions are
based on the best scientific and com-
mercial data available while allowing
transparent consideration of economic
impacts,”the NOAA news release states.

The administration gave the public
30 days to comment on the changes,
with the comment period ending Dec.
22.

“Considering economic impacts in
changinga species’listing status contra-
venes the foundational intention of the
Endangered Species Act and places a
price tag on what should be science-
based decisions to protect wildlife,” Save
the Manatee Club Executive Director
Patrick Rose told TCPalm. “Without the

full protection of the Endangered Spe-
cies List, we might not be able to protect
the species (manatees) from extinc-
tion.”

This proposed rule expressly invites
exclusion of critical habitat areas based
on economic impacts and an obstruc-
tion to designating critical habitat and
“flies in the face of the science-based
conservation mandate of the ESA,” Rose
added.

A record 1,100 manatees in Florida
died four years ago because of starva-
tion. Enough seagrasses have regrown
to sustain them, according to FWC,
which tried to feed the uninterested ma-
rine mammals romaine lettuce.

Manatees are considered one of the
state’s keystone species, meaning their
behavior can alert researchers to the en-
vironmental and habitat changes that
may otherwise go unnoticed for extend-
ed periods of time.

Florida sea turtles face challenges

Designating critical habitat is crucial
and difficult for sea turtles, as their habi-
tat changes during their lives, said Ken-
dra Bergman, executive director for
Coastal Connections. Sea turtles neston
Florida beaches and the hatchlings
scramble to the sea, often at night, to es-
cape predators.

They live in the open ocean, taking
cover in large floating sargassum sea-

weed patches. They then move to near-
shore areas like coral reefs, seagrass
beds, and estuaries to grow, before re-
turning to the beach to nest.

Coastal Florida, including nesting
beaches, has undergone tremendous
development in the past two decades, as
turtles and people compete for beaches.
Light pollution also causes serious
threats to hatchlings, as they are disori-
enting nesting females, causing them to
abandon nests, and luring hatchlings
away from the ocean toward dangerous
inland areas, where they can be run over
by vehicles.

The Endangered Species Coalition
called the proposal “Trump’s Extinction
Plan,” urged the public to oppose it, and
created a website — endangered.quo-
rum.us/campaign/148647 — with a form
letter to make it easier to comment.

“In Florida, we have seen positive
trends with sea turtle nesting over many
decades. In 2025, according to the Flori-
da Fish and Wildlife Conservation Com-
mission, there were more than 150,000
sea turtle nests laid on our beaches,”
Stacey Gallagher, policy coordinator for
the Gainesville-based Sea Turtle Con-
servancy, told TCPalm. “Unfortunately,
the very protection measures that have
contributed to this increase are under
threat.”

“The goal of the ESA is to recover spe-
cies before they go extinct, and the pro-
posal would allow for agencies to priori-

tize economic considerations when spe-
cies are listed and where critical habitat
is determined. Imperiled species man-
agement should be informed by science,
not profit.”

Another change proposes to limit the
scope of how far agencies can project
into the future whether a species will be-
come endangered. Climate change is
one of the greatest threats to sea turtles
in the U.S. and globally, and by limiting
agencies’ consideration of climate
change impacts to sea turtles, it affects
their level of protection, Gallagher said.

The Trump proposal could lessen
protections for one of the ocean’s largest
and gentlest creatures: right whales,
said Julie Albert, director of right whale
sightings for Blue World Research Insti-
tute.

She is concerned the proposal could
roll back the Southeast seasonal vessel
speed law for large ships operating off
Florida and Georgia between Nov. 15 and
April 15. Vessels 65 feet or longer must
adhere to 10 knots or less in seasonal
management areas to protect calving
mothers and calves.

Albert is reviewing the proposal and
plans to convene a group of people to
pen comments, she told TCPalm.

“This proposal affects every endan-
gered species,” Albert said.

Tim O’Hara is TCPalm’s environment
reporter. Contact him at
tim.ohara@tcpalm.com.

Jamaica
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have lived through,” Singh said. “Now
that they have no home, there’s a lot of
depression, a lot of anxiety that is com-
ing in, PTSD, the fear of another hurri-
cane.”

As a doctoral-prepared nurse practi-
tioner, Singh is assessing patients in
homes and shelters, managing chronic
conditions, checking blood pressure,
changing dressings and providing basic
care where health services are limited
or inaccessible.

Her work mirrors the mobile medical
care Premier Mobile Health Services
provides in Southwest Florida, where
the organization has treated more than
17,000 patients since 2018.

Why was this mission personal for
Singh?

Singh, who was born in Jamaica,
said watching the devastation unfold
from Florida was overwhelming.

“Being a Jamaican-born native, I felt
compelled to respond in the aftermath
of Melissa, seeing the devastation un-
folding in front of my eyes on the televi-
sion as we were glued to the weather
channel and our families here as they
were calling us, updating us as to what
was going on,” she said.

Shortly after the storm, Singh and
her team chartered a private jet to bring
medical supplies and non-perishable
food to the island. Since then, nearly a
full shipping container of donated
items has followed.

“It’s somewhat gratifying I'm able to
be in the position where I could do this,
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but it’s also sad because, as a small or-
ganization, I do not have the resources.
The needs are greater than what I can
afford to give,” Singh said. “But a little
bit of hope is better than no hope at all.”

Premier Mobile Health Services op-
erates with a staff of 12 and partners
with volunteers and local organizations
on the ground to expand its reach.

How did Premier Mobile Health
Services grow into disaster
response?

Premier Mobile Health Services be-
gan in 2018 after Singh encountered a
24-year-old man suffering from renal
failure that could have been prevented
with routine medical care. She pur-
chased her first mobile clinic on eBay
and began offering services across Lee
and Collier counties.

Since then, the organization has be-
come a key player in Southwest Flori-
da’s disaster response, providing care
after Hurricane Ian, Hurricane Helene
and Hurricane Milton. During the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, the team served more
than 7,000 patients when many clinics
were closed.

The organization has also partnered
with national groups such as Direct Re-
lief and Project HOPE to provide medi-
cations, vaccines, lab testing and refer-
rals. Its work has been recognized na-
tionally and internationally, including
inclusion in Harvard’s mobile clinic re-
search and receiving a global award in
Dubai in 2024.

How can Fort Myers and Naples
residents help?

Singh said financial donations are
the most effective way to support recov-
ery efforts.

Shipping donated goods can cost
thousands of dollars in handling and
clearance fees, funds that could other-
wise buy supplies directly in Jamaica

Cindy Starnes of the American Red Cross with Premier Mobile founder Nadine

and support local businesses.

“The monetary supplies will be the
greatest use to serve the needs of the
people, because of the exorbitant fees
that it costs for shipping and clearing,”
Singh said. “It would have been better if
we had taken the donation and come
here to Jamaica, buy the supplies on the
ground in Kingston, and then take it
back to the areas that are greatly in
need.”

Residents can donate through the
Premier Mobile Health Services website
and designate contributions for “Melis-
sa relief funds.” Those interested in vol-
unteering locally or remotely can also
sign up through the organization’s web-
site, at premiermobilehealth.org

What keeps Singh going?

After months of exhausting work
and with limited resources, Singh said
moments of connection continue to
matter.

On Christmas Eve, Premier Mobile
Health Services distributed toys to chil-
dren affected by the storm.

“That’s what you use to bring hope,
to bring some sense of normalcy, to
bring some sense of joy to this horrific
ordeal that the children have been
through,” Singh said.

For now, Singh is helping in Jamaica,
distributing supplies, visiting homes
and doing what she can, one family at a
time.

Mickenzie Hannon is a watchdog re-
porter for The News-Press and Naples
Daily News, covering Collier and Lee
counties. Contact her at 239-435-3423
or mhannon@gannett.com .

Support local community journal-
ism and stay informed about Southwest
Florida news by subscribing to The
News-Press and Naples Daily News;
download the free News-Press or Naples
Daily News app, and sign up for daily
briefing email newsletter, food & dining
and growth & development newsletters.

Singh and Fort Myers Mayor Kevin Anderson at a ribbon-cutting June 4, 2025.
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