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SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS

LaBELLE, FL (Friday, March 2) —
Family and friends of the late Nichole
Black, 27, of LaBelle, who was struck
and killed Jan. 6, 2018, by a hit and run
driver as she attempted to cross Rte. 80
in LaBelle, are awaiting the findings of
an FHP investigation into the case.

Black, who was survived by her
mother Nina Vahle of LaBelle, and two
brothers, worked at Dollar General where
she was going on her way to work at
about 8 p.m. 

An LHS graduate, she had worked on
rehabbing housing in a local trailer park.

Local deputies found the vehicle with
front end damage not far from the scene.
The car had apparently been proceeding
through LaBelle westbound and, accord-
ing to a witness account transmitted in-
formally to the family, caught Nicole on
its right front and hurled her on top of a
storm drain at the curb.  A car halted at
the intersection was driven by a witness
to the crash around the spot where Nic-
hole lay to protect her from passing traf-
fic. SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS

CLEWISTON, FL (Friday, Mar. 2, 2018)
—Hendry County schools officials are mak-
ing preparations rapidly to seek Board of Ed-
ucation approval for volunteers to be sought
from among any of its school district employ-
ees for top-level rigorous training in close-
quarter firefight with concealed weapons,
while undertaking structural-hardening and
school fencing alterations, School Supt. Paul
Puletti said Tuesday night in a community
meeting with Sheriff Steve Whidden on how
to thwart active-shooter situations.

Wednesday morning a meeting was called
by Hendry county to coordinate requests for
funding that are expected to be made to meet
the new costs of protecting the schools.

The county has not been served by state
mental health programs since a falling out with
the state agency over a decade ago, leaving the
schools here to fashion substitutes as best they
can.

Sheriff Whidden on deterrence
SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS

LaBELLE, FL (Friday, March 2, 2018) —
“Society has changed, for the worst, and we
have to compensate for that and do what we
have to do to protect our children,” Hendry
County Sheriff Steve Whidden told a press
conference this morning.

HGSN: If you had to pick out the single
greatest strength of this . . . . is it deterrence?

Whidden: “I would say, the deterrent.
Sooner or later hopefully, we can get these lay-
ered systems of protection. I’m talking about
the mental health, about the fencing, the better
secured doors and locks, that kind of thing. But
even with all of those in place, those are not

foolproof.
“If someone wants to get in, believe me,

they can get in. But if that happens, we have to
have a fallback plan to be able to stop it. And
unfortunately, it’s going to be with lethal force.

. . . . “And it’s very sad, because school re-
source officers have always been there to men-
tor and to guide and help children up through
the school system.

“Our primary concern is their safety. So our
policy is as it always has been, and is reiter-
ated to them over and over, if an active shooter
situation happens, that deputy’s job in the
school is to go on a hunt-and-kill mission.
They’re looking for him, and have to stop him
immediately, because they know, seconds
count.”

The district has no communications profes-
sionals for such an undertaking.  Competent
public relations services were declined a few
months ago by the Board of Education, con-
cerned that its $20,000 price would add to the
budgetary strain on a district still reeling from
Hurricane Irma.

Glades
Glades county officials show very little

concern about active-shooter incidents erupt-
ing in their schools.

They seem to store faith in a culture of the
student body modeled on a ranch rodeo rural
extended family that knows and accepts and
values each individual member.  Fabricating
such a rural culture that incorporates livestock
stewardship and horsemanship into the school
life now monopolized by other conventional
team competitive sports, seems to have the ad-
vantage of taking of our counties’ small num-
bers and reducing stress levels.

Archangels are selected by the
Superintendant of Schools and
his staff for the Program and
screened by HCSO staff, includ-
ing criminal background checks,
drug testing, and a psychological
evaluation.

Sheriff's Archangels are ap-
pointed by the Sheriff as volun-
teer ‘special deputies’ for the
limited purpose of providing se-
curity on Hendry county cam-
puses during an active shooter
incident, deftned as, "a situation
in which an armed assailant is
posing an immediate deadly
threat to people on the premises
of any Hendry County School."

Why Special Deputies? To
take advantage of HCSO profes-
sional training and to provide a
legal mechanism for staff and
faculty to carry a concealed
firearm on campus. (Florida State
Statutes, Chapter 30)

The Special Deputy Sheriffs
shall have no authority to act in
any law enforcement capacity

outside of a deadly threat active
assailant incident on campus and
shall have no authority in a law
enforcement capacity off campus
in any way.

Special Deputy Sheriffs in the
Archangel Program are author-
ized to carry concealed, approved
firearms on campus.  The
firearms will be specifically pur-
chased and issued for the sole
purpose of the Archangel Pro-
gram.  Only HCSO approved
concealed carry safety holsters
and firearms will be used in the
program.

Special Deputy Sheriffs in the
Archangel Program will be re-
quired to successfully complete
training with the Hendry County
Sheriff's Office Training Section
prior to his or her appointment.

Special Deputy Sheriff
Archangel Program Training:

(66 total hours)
Firearms: 20-hour block of in-

struction.  This firearms training

is based on the CJSTC law en-
forcement academy training
model.  

It includes firearm safety, fa-
miliarization, cleaning and basic
firearms usage. A typical acad-
emy student will fire approxi-
mately 1,000 training rounds
during the academy. The
Archangel Program Training will
fire 1,300 to 1,500.

Firearms: Precision Pistol / 8
hour block of instruction.

Firearms Discretionary Shoot-
ing. 8 hour block.

Firearm simulator: 6 hours of
instruction using state of the art
simulator exercises. 

Active Shooter/Assailant: 8
hour block of instruction.

Firearm retention and Com-
bative Training: 8 hour block of
instruction.

Legal/ High Liability: 6 hour
block of instruction.

All training will be conducted
by CJSTC-certified instructors.

Ongoing and annual profi-

ciency retraining will be con-
ducted by the HCSO.

Higher Standards: Archangel
Program participants will be re-
quired to pass the firearms train-
ing at an 85% pass rate compared
to the CJSTC standard of an 80%
pass rate. The 8 hour precision
pistol course is additional training
(not required for deputy sheriffs).
It is usually practiced more by
SWAT and Special Response
Teams. The 8 hour block of dis-
cretionary shooting instruction is
practiced by deputies yearly but
only a limited amount.
Archangels will also receive 8
hours of active shooter/assailant
training (deputies receive 6 hours
training).

Archangels MUST have better
than average physical stamina
due to the fact that they may be
required to move from one end of
a school to the other quickly and
then neutralize a violent threat
with accurate and precise fire.
This conditioning is incorporated

into the numerous training drills.

Participation in the
Archangel Program may be de-
nied or terminated by the
Hendry County Sheriff's Office
for any reason, including:

Any arrest or filing of criminal
charges against the participant by
a law enforcement agency;

Having been served as the re-
spondent of an injunction for pro-
tection;

Having been involuntarily
placed in a treatment facility for
a mental health examination
under the Baker Act;

A serious violation of HCSO
General Orders;

A serious violation of the
Hendry County Schools Em-
ployee Handbook/Policy.

Additional details
The Hendry County Sheriff's

Office Training Division will
maintain documentation of the

weapon and equipment inspec-
tions, as well as the Archangel
participants' training, certifica-
tion, inspection and qualification
records.

Archangel participants will be
required to be clearly visually
identified (for the benefit of re-
sponding law enforcement offi-
cers, faculty, staff, and students)
in the case of any active assailant
incident. This will be accom-
plished by a reflective and highly
visible form of wearable sash,
belt or vest; and, a concealable
HCSO Necklace Badge/lD.
Archangel Program awareness
training will be conducted for all
school staff members. Each
Archangel will be required to
read and sign a volunteer agree-
ment with the Hendry County
Sheriff's Office outlining duties
and responsibilities.

The count of
active shooter
events
COURTESY, HCSO

According to a United States Depart-
ment of Justice study, between the
years of 2000 and 2013 there were

160 "active shooter" incidents in the U.S. 
“Active shooter" is defined as: "An indi-

vidual actively engaged in killing or at-
tempting to kill people in a confined and
populated area with a firearm."

Key takeaways of this study include:
There were 6.4 incidents per year on av-

erage between 2000 and 2006.
There were 16.4 incidents per year on

average between 2007 and 2013.
70% of the 160 incidents occurred in ei-

ther a commerce/business or educational
setting.

107 of these incidents ended BEFORE
police arrived to engage the shooter.  In 25
of the 160 incidents, the shooter(s) fled the
scene before law enforcement arrived.

64 of the 160 incidents (where an accu-
rate timeline could be established) were
over in 5 minutes or less.

Incidents at educational facilities account
for some of the higher incident casualty
counts, to include Virginia Tech (32 killed,
17 wounded); Sandy Hook Elementary
School (26 killed, 2 wounded); and Mar-
jory Stoneman Douglas High School (17
killed, 14 wounded).

Sheriff Steve Widden:

“We can’t leave them to
the wolves any more”
“We want to be
sure that these
people are safe
and mentally sta-
ble, being in our
schools and
around our chil-
dren.”

“Archangel” program

SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS
LaBELLE, FL (Friday, March

2, 2018) — Sheriff Steve Whidden
told a press conference this morn-
ing that he will make sure that
school district employees volun-
teering to carry concealed weapons
will go through “a background
check, the same as we do our fully
sworn officers, psychological test-
ing, polygraph testing, and drug
testing. We want to make sure that
these people are safe, and mentally
stable, being in our schools and
around our children. That’s our
first priority. 

“Once they qualify, and get
through all those exams and tests,
then we will put them through our
tactical, law enforcement active
shooter course. And we’ve en-
hanced that; the course require-
ments are slightly higher than
what’s required for a regular
deputy.”

Whidden called the amount of
support for the program around the
county “tremendous.”

He added, “there’s a couple of
people out there who just don’t
want guns around our kids. Num-
ber one, our guns are not going to
be around our kids. These teachers
are going to be anonymous and
going to be carrying it concealed;
you’ll never know who has it. So,
kids are not going to be around
guns, that’s not going to happen.”

Whidden was reflective. “If an
active shooter was to come in any
one of our schools right now, walk
on campus and start shooting chil-
dren, what happens if the first per-
son that they kill is our school
resource officer deputy there?
Then what? Our children are left
helpless, defenseless, running for
their lives. 

“So, we can’t leave them to the
wolves any more. We have to take
a stand, take action, and we have to
do it now.

“So I think that this program is
not guaranteed, but we have to take
action.

“The other thing, too, is deter-
rent. A lot of these shooters, if they
know there’s somebody on the
other side who’s going to return
fire back to them, they’re not going
to come in. 

“So we’re going to do what we
can to better protect our children
here in Hendry County.”

Hendry has inad-
vertantly been
keeping shooters
from feeling 
disenfranchised
Recent steps to improve gradu-
ation rate inadvertantly made
Hendry County schools safer
by simply keeping students

from feeling disenfranchized

SPECIAL TO THE SUNDAY NEWS
LaBELLE, FL (Friday, March

2, 2018) — “We want to be the
safety net,” Hendry County Supt.
of Schools Paul Puletti told a press
conference today. “We don’t want
to be the agency that did have the
breakdown.”

Extensive studies since Park-
land on what these situations look
like, he stated, show “(1) the
shooter has been disenfranchised
some way. They no longer feel a
connection to the school —or a
positive connection to the
school— (2) secondly, there has
been some sort of system failure.
That was very clear in what hap-
pened in Parkland. There was a
system failure, and a disenfran-
chisement. The boy had been re-
moved from the school but that
didn’t prevent him from coming
back to the school, and then he
came back with a gun. 

“So what we want to do is keep
it so we are not making people
angry at the school.”

For three consecutive years,
Hendry schools have kept in-
creasing numbers of kids from
dropping out.

HGSN: Your district is becom-
ing proficient at keeping kids in
school until they graduate. 

PULETTI: “Yes.”
HGSN: is that part of the goal

of avoiding disenfranchising
them?

PULETTI: “Exactly. We took it
on the chin a few years ago when
we started doing our discipline
differently. But that wasn’t be-
cause we were fearful of a shooter.
That was because we knew it was
the best thing to do for students. In
the end result, it’s actually made
the schools safer. We’ve improved
the graduation rate by keeping
them there. The first reaction is,
‘get rid of all the bad kids.’ Well,
get rid of them where? 

“Okay? And even if you expel
the students, you have to under-
stand they’re coming back to your
school eventually, after a year.
Then what?

“So, we take a whole different
view of what we’re doing. And
then a year and a half ago when
we lost our mental health service,
we expanded what we were
doing.”

Key components of Sheriff’s Archangel program

FHP on the
case: no arrest
in hit-and-run
fatality


