
C I T R U S C O U N T Y

SEPTEMBER 2, 2022

www.chronicleonline.com

HIGH

Hot, scattered 

showers and 

storms.
PAGE A4

TODAY 
& next 
morning

F R I D A Y

73

92
LOW

Florida’s Best Community        Newspaper Serving Florida’s Best Community VOL. 128 ISSUE 243$1

Golf: Citrus, Lecanto eye wins over county rival / B1

Library hosting 
class on disaster 
preparedness

In the immortal words 
of a crustacean from a 
beloved children’s classic 
about a mermaid: “The 
human world is a mess.” 
When it comes to weather 
and other disasters, it can 
sometimes feel like Flor-
ida’s messier than most.

On Sept. 6 at 10 a.m., 
come to the Coastal Re-
gion Library in Crys-
tal River for a program 
to prepare for whatev-
er Florida might bring 
throughout the year.

“It’s A Disaster! What 
Do You Do?!?” will be 
presented by the Sci-
ence Education Training 
and Support Foundation 
(SETS) using their 40 
years of disaster training 
to make sure the public 
knows what to do when 
life goes sideways.

The program will cover 
topics such as different 
kinds of weather warnings, 
how to make an evacua-
tion plan for different time 
frames, and everything to 
put into an emergency gr-
ab-and-go bag.

Call a local branch, 
follow @CitrusLibraries 
on Facebook or Insta-
gram, or view the online 
calendar at attend.citrus 
libraries.org/events.

Annual Lakes, 
Rivers & Coastal 
Cleanup scheduled

Keep Citrus County 
Beautiful and Save Our 
Waters Week Committee, 
in partnership with the 
Citrus County Aquatics 
Service Division, invites 
the public to participate 
in the county’s 33rd an-
nual Lakes, Rivers & 
Coastal Clean-Up sched-
uled for Sept. 17 from 
sunrise to 11:30 a.m.

The Friends of the 
Chassahowitzka River 
will participate. Deadline 
to register is Sept. 1 for 
those who wish to join the 
group and get a T-shirt.

Those who wish to help 
in this cleanup, contact 
Ben with the Friends 
of the Chassahowitz-
ka directly at 727-217-
5971 or info@friendsof 
chassahowitzka.org.

Coast Guard 
Auxiliary  
offering safe 
boating course

U.S. Coast Guard Aux-
iliary of Crystal River 
will be presenting the new 
Boat America safe boating 
course on Sept. 10 from 
8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. This 
will be an in-person course 
held at the DAV-USCG 
Auxiliary building located 
at 501 S.E. Seventh Ave., 
Crystal River.

Cost is $40 and in-
cludes a book, certified 
USCG Auxiliary instruc-
tion and more. Upon 
successful completion 
of the test, attendees will 
receive the FWC Safe 
Boater Card.

To register for this class, 
email Linda ljones1501@
gmail.com or call 352-
503-6199. Last day to 
register is Sept. 7. There 
are only 20 spots avail-
able, so sign-up now.

Information covered in-
cludes: knowing the boat 
and motor, what to do 
before getting underway, 
trailering a boat safely, 
operating a boat safely in 
a variety of conditions, 
legal requirements of 
boating, navigation, boat-
ing emergencies, vessel 
operator responsibilities, 
small boats and paddle 
craft, and safety equip-
ment required by law.
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IN BRIEF Hitchcock’s Market closing in Homosassa

By MICHAEL D. BATES
Chronicle Reporter

Hitchcock’s Market in Ho-
mosassa is closing.

The last day will be Oct. 30, 
with a liquidation sale occur-
ring shortly before then.

Hitchcock’s opened in 
August 2020 at Homosas-
sa Square off U.S. 19 by 
Yulee Drive and employed 

25-30 people.
But despite high expecta-

tions, customers were scarce 
and sales were low, said 
manager Samantha Freder-
ick. She attributes it to lack 
of visibility from U.S. 19, 
the proximity of Walmart 
and Winn-Dixie which have 
lower prices, the lack of ad-
vertising, and inflation.

Frederick said she was 
forced to lay off most of her 
staff and is down to five em-
ployees now.

“I just wish we could have 
succeeded,” she told the 
Chronicle.

Hitchcock’s Market spe-
cialized in its meats. The 
store had its own butcher 
and its own brand of bacon 
and sausage.

Located next to Ollie’s 
Bargain Outlet, the build-
ing has been home to sev-
eral tenants over the years. 
First it was a Sweetbay 
grocery store. Then it was 
Save-A-Lot. For a short 
time, it was an IGA before 
it became an independent 
grocer called Suncoast 
Marketplace. Michael D. Bates / Chronicle Reporter

Hitchcock’s Market in Homosassa will close its doors Oct. 30 
after a two-year run.

Low sales, lack of 
customers lead to 
shuttering

Restoration project ramps up removal of eelgrass
By BUSTER THOMPSON
Chronicle Reporter

A stringy carpet of vege-
tation floated on the surface 
of King’s Bay in the city of 
Crystal River, sloshing up 
against a seawall.

With the adrift greenery in 
his sights from the enclosed 
helm of his pontoon-like 
vessel, Naythan Ramirez 
maneuvered Sea & Shore-
line’s surface skimmer to-
ward his target with care.

Ramirez then toggled sev-
eral levers to command a 
pair of hydraulic arms ex-
tending from the skimmer’s 
bow to wrap around the 
grasses before he reversed, 
allowing the skimmer’s me-

chanical mandibles to pull 
their catch back away from 
shore.

“It’s designed to remove 
floating leaves off the sur-
face of the water,” Sea & 
Shoreline lead biologist 
Ryan Brushwood said about 
the aquatic restoration 
firm’s latest device. “It’s not 
ripping anything out, it’s 
not harvesting anything.”

Mark Mekelburg, a Sea 
& Shoreline field man-
ager, watched Ramirez’s 
surroundings for nearby 
obstacles, including man-
atees, and greeted curious 
yet appreciative waterfront 
residents.

“They love it,” Mekelburg 
said. “Everyone’s taking 

pictures, everyone’s in-
trigued by the machine.”

Once the skimmer was 
clear of shore, Ramirez 
throttled the vessel forward 
to funnel what its arms 
collected up a short con-
veyor belt ending above a 
3,000-pound dumpster bag, 
where the matter slopped to 
the bottom.

After acquiring the vessel 
earlier this summer, Sea 
& Shoreline deployed its 
skimmer to the local bay 
to help maintain the King’s 
Bay Restoration Project for 
its partner, Save Crystal 
River.

“We’ve been really getting 

Buster Thompson / Chronicle Reporter

Sea & Shoreline surface skimmer operator Naythan Ramirez pilots a vessel to reign in and collect eelgrass leaves and other vegetation floating on the water surface 
as part of maintenance for the King’s Bay Restoration Project in Crystal River.

Sea & Shoreline field manager Mark Mekelburg tends to a pile or 
eelgrass leaves and other vegetation collected in King’s Bay by 
Sea & Shoreline’s surface skimmer vessel, which was deployed 
to help maintain the King’s Bay Restoration Project in Crystal 
River.

Jury finds former firefighter 
not guilty in infant son’s death
By BUSTER THOMPSON
Chronicle Reporter

Jurors acquitted former 
Citrus County Fire Rescue 
firefighter Jose Dorta III of 
his 2-month-old son’s ag-
gravated child manslaughter 
and child neglect.

A jury of three men and 
three women found the In-
verness 35-year-old not 
guilty of both charges 
Thursday, Sept. 1, in Cit-
rus County Circuit Court 
Judge Richard Howard’s 
courtroom, after almost four 
hours of deliberations over 
lunch.

Dorta, who had been re-
leased on bond, and his 
supporters behind him were 
brought to tears after hear-
ing the verdict.

In his closing statements 
to jurors, Assistant State 
Attorney Blake Shore said 

“there’s no reasonable 
doubt” Dorta’s culpable 
negligence caused the death 
of Jose Dorta IV by shaking 
or throwing the infant on 
May 20, 2019.

“That’s what this baby’s 
injuries were consistent 
with,” the prosecutor said. 
“This defendant abused 
baby Jose.”

Michael Giasi, Dorta’s 
lawyer, said in closing 
statements the evidence of 
the prosecution’s case “fits 
their narrative” but the facts 
don’t connect Dorta to the 
crime.

“It does not add up,” he 
said. “It just flies in the face 
of common sense.”

Dorta decided not to tes-
tify during his trial, which 
began Tuesday with open-
ing statements after a jury 
was picked Monday.

Before ruling Jose’s death 

a homicide, medical exam-
iners found injuries of blunt-
force trauma and hemor-
rhaging to Jose’s head and 
spine, along with fractures 
to his thigh and rib.

Authorities arrested Dorta 
May 21, 2020, following a 
year of investigations into 
Jose’s death. Dorta also re-
signed from the county fire 
department, where he was 
employed since 2016.

Shore told jurors Dorta 
was the only one caring for 
Jose while the mother went 
to the gym at 7:15 p.m. on 
May 20, 2019, and there 
were no signs the infant was 
fussy or suffering before-
hand.

Dorta told Citrus County 
Sheriff’s Office investiga-
tors he called Jose’s mother 
first at 7:32 p.m. and then 

State jobless claims still 
at pre-pandemic pace
By JIM TURNER
The News Service of Florida

TALLAHASSEE — 
First-time unemployment 
claims in Florida remain 
relatively flat and at a 
pre-pandemic pace, re-
flecting strong economic 
activity amid lingering in-
flation.

The U.S. Department of 
Labor on Thursday issued a 
report that estimated 5,135 
first-time claims were filed 
in Florida during the week 
that ended Aug. 27.

That was down from a re-
vised count of 5,809 claims 
during the week that ended 
Aug. 20. Despite a brief 
uptick in January, Florida 
has been around 6,000 to 
8,000 new claims a week 
for most of the past year.

The numbers are simi-
lar to the levels of claims 
filed before the COVID-19 

pandemic crashed into the 
economy in early 2020 and 
caused massive job loss-
es. But while the state’s 
economy has rebounded, 

businesses 
still strug-
gle to find 
q u a l i f i e d 
workers to 
meet de-
mand from 
consumers, 
said Adri-
enne John-

ston, chief economist at 
the Florida Department of 
Economic Opportunity.

“We actually are seeing, 
right now, there are more 
people, more Floridians in 
our labor market,” John-
ston said in the Florida 
Chamber of Commerce’s 
“Future of Work Florida” 
podcast posted Wednesday. 
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