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Cases shift in the courts
By BUSTER THOMPSON
Chronicle Reporter

Citrus County Circuit Court Judge 
Richard “Ric” Howard looked at the 
docket of felony cases he was presid-
ing over in February, and noticed he 
didn’t recognize a lot of the defen-
dants.

At first the local judge, who’s dealt 
with the county’s most diabolical 
criminals for 21 of his 22 years on the 
bench, thought his observation was a 
positive sign his backlogged caseload 
from COVID-19 was normalizing.

“And that’s when it kind of sank in – 
that maybe it’s time to do something 
else,” he said. “I’ve done a lot of jury 
trials, and I’ve done ‘em all; I’ve done 
all kinds of different ones, from felony 
petit thefts to first-degree murders ... 
and, frankly, I’m tired.”

Howard’s epiphany becomes a re-
ality Sept. 12, when his entire felony 
docket – except for around a dozen 
ongoing cases – is transferred to fel-
low Circuit Court Judge Joel Fritton, 
who will have no other cases.

Howard will take over Fritton’s fam-
ily, dependency and delinquency cas-

es up until the longtime judge, who 
turns 70 in January, retires at the end 
of 2026, when he reaches Florida’s 
retirement age for judges of 75 years 
old.

“That’s the plan – that just means I’m 
going to retire, it doesn’t mean I’m 
going to stop working,” Howard said. 
“I’ve still got a lot to do, and I’d like to 
think I can do something to help peo-
ple understand their problems better, 
and maybe help some families.”

Fritton, who’s “had every docket as-
signed to me in a little over a year” 
since his June 2021 appointment, said 
he’s ready for his upcoming duty.

“I think I’ve developed a well-round-
edness to anything that’s in front 
of me,” he said. “It’s an incredibly  
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Citrus County Circuit Court Judge Richard “Ric” Howard reads 
convicted murderer John Campbell’s sentencing order at a 
March 2013 hearing while holding the murder weapon Campbell 
used to kill his father with in August 2010.

Judge Howard’s long-held felony docket 
to be transferred Sept. 12 to Judge Fritton

County to mull taking public notices away from newspaper
By MICHAEL D. BATES
Chronicle Reporter

For over 100 years, peo-
ple have depended on local 
newspapers nationwide to 
publish public notices about 
upcoming government 
meetings.

The Citrus County Chron-
icle has been the local go-to 
source to find those notices.

But Gov. Ron DeSantis 

in May quietly signed into 
law a bill that revamps laws 
about publishing local-gov-
ernment legal notices.

The notice law (HB 7049), 
in part, will allow local gov-
ernments to publish legal 
notices on publicly avail-
able websites, including the 
county government’s, if it 
would be cheaper than pub-
lishing them in newspapers. 
The law will go into effect 

Jan. 1.
C i t r u s 

County ad-
vertises all 
m e e t i n g s , 
special as-
sessments , 
public hear-
ings, retreats 
and budget meetings in the 
Citrus County Chronicle.

But county commission-
ers Tuesday will discuss 

whether they 
will continue 
to pay the 
C h r o n i c l e 
to display 
those notic-
es or have 
the govern-
ment do it, 

probably on the Clerk of the 
Court’s website.

County Clerk Angela 
Vick, whose office also 

publishes public notices, 
will provide the board with 
a breakdown of costs to put 
them in the Chronicle.

According to county data, 
it has paid the Chronicle 
$24,390 in fiscal year 2021; 
$29,301 in 2020; $34,331 in 
2019 and $33,522 in 2018.

So far for the 2022 fiscal 
year, the county has paid 
$27,104 to the Chronicle.

“We believe if the board 

wishes to proceed with elec-
tronic public notices that 
they should all be housed 
in one location,” County 
Administrator Randy Oliver 
wrote in the agenda item. 
“The Clerk’s Office has 
agreed to perform that func-
tion if the board so desires.”

The county would pro-
vide a link from its home 
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Development hinges on getting government tax credits
By FRED HIERS
Chronicle Reporter

Of all the concerns Citrus Coun-
ty residents have for their commu-
nity and its most critical needs, 
affordable housing tops the list.

It supersedes health care, food 
security, reliable transportation, 
access and knowledge of public 
services, and being able to pay for 
basics of living.

When people call local charities, 
help for housing and shelter are 
the most often requested.

That’s according to the 2021 
Community Needs Assessment, 
which reports on the needs of Cit-
rus County and neighboring coun-
ties, based on surveys of residents 
and other public and private social 

service providers.
Developers, along with the po-

tential help of hefty tax credits, 
and local governments, are trying 
to address the need for affordable 
housing by encouraging their con-
struction.

The latest is a proposed 160-unit 
apartment complex with reduced 
rents in southwest Citrus County 
between Homosassa Springs and 
Sugarmill Woods. The 19.3-acre 
project is proposed three miles 
west of the Suncoast Parkway/
Cardinal Street interchange.

The Tampa-based Invictus De-
velopment, the developer of the 
proposed project, is making head-
way in hopes of getting tax credits 
to build the $19.4 million project.

Invictus received county zon-

ing changes necessary for the 
property and it will receive Local 
Government Area of Opportunity 

funding from the 
county’s Housing 
Services, which 
is a signal to state 
housing authori-
ties, who decide 
which developer 
gets tax credits, of 
community buy in 
with the project.

Rick Cavalieri, executive vice 
president and one of the found-
ers of Invictus, said the county 
has no affordable housing in the 
Homosassa area and his proposed 
project would help address that 
problem.

“I feel like we are serving a 

segment of society that needs it,” 
Cavalieri said,

Affordable housing provides a 
family with “stability,” he said, 
and allows people to focus on 
other things, such as jobs and 
improving their lives. It provides 
stability to children knowing they 
live a good and safe place.

According to the National 
Low-Income Housing Coalition, 
the fair market rent for a two-bed-
room apartment is $1,290.

Without paying more than 30 
percent of income on housing – 
a household must earn $4,302 
monthly or $51,619 annually, to 
afford that, according to the 2021 
coalition report. That’s more than 
the median household income of 
$45,700 in Citrus County, accord-

ing to the U.S. Census Bureau.
Despite there being ample need 

for affordable housing, getting 
tax credits which pay for about 85 
percent of these kinds of projects, 
is still difficult.

“In this business you really have 
to have perseverance,” Cavalieri 
told the Chronicle.

Even with local financial buy-
in and a clear need for affordable 
housing in the county, Cavalieri 
estimates a developer has about a 
one in five chance of getting the 
tax credits.

That’s important because de-
velopers sell those tax credits for 
about 90 cents on the dollar for 
cash to fund their developments.

Special to the Chronicle

An artist’s rendering of a proposed Homosassa affordable housing project.

CAVALIERI
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