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By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — At Monday’s 
City Council meeting, Sebring 
attorney Michael Keiber, 
representing property owner 
Johnathan Davis, said he was 
requesting a reduction of the 
code enforcement lien at the 
former bowling alley.

Davis, believing it would be 
mutually beneficial, voluntarily 
annexed the property into 
the City of Avon Park, after 
Hurricane Irma resulted in a 
complete loss of the bowling 

alley and it has been an inac-
tive site since that time, Keiber 
explained.

Following Irma, the city 
contacted Davis about the haz-
ards of the site and he quickly 
spent $6,000 or $7,000 to erect 
a fence, he said. A code notice 
was issued in June, which was 
sent to the house occupied by 
his mother and, Keiber said, 
she apparently inadvertently 
overlooked that notice.

“It wasn’t until we had a real 
estate contract for a portion of 
the property that was ulti-
mately sold to Mr. Franklin at 

the Kubota dealership that we 
recognized the lien in our title 
search examination,” Keiber 
said.

Davis quickly remedied 
that lien and cleared the 
violations that were reported 
on the northern portion of the 
property and when the code 
enforcement officer came out 
to inspect he identified another 
violation on the south end that 
was quickly remedied, Keiber 
said.

“We are now soliciting a 
reduction; the site has not been 
in use,” Keiber said. There was 

an oversight on the original vi-
olation. The daily fines totaled 
more than $26,000.

“Naturally this was a devas-
tating loss for my client. They 
are trying to do something 
aggressively with the parcel,” 
he said. “We are asking you to 
reduce the fine to the amount 
the city actually expended so 
my client can move forward 
with his plans.”

Mayor Garrett Anderson 
noted that according to the 
city clerk the city’s costs were 
$55.44.

Councilwoman Maria 

Sutherland said 
about five or 
six years ago 
there was a 
non-compliant 
property that 
the city charged 
2.5% of the lien 
in addition to the 
city’s cost when 

that property tried to sell. The 
city does not have any steadfast 
rules on how to approach these 
situations.

Interim City Manager Kim 

AP lowers code fines on former bowling center site
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By JIM TURNER
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

TALLAHASSEE — Agriculture 
Commissioner Nikki Fried’s office would 
have to replace stickers that display her 
smiling face on gas pumps by mid-Sep-
tember under a House budget proposal.

The directive is tied to the House’s 
proposed $91.37 billion budget that 
was released Thursday. The budget also 
would require placing in reserves more 
than $19.7 million for other programs 
until plans are offered to replace the 
stickers, a process that Fried’s spokes-
man said is already underway.

The issue, which isn’t in the Senate’s 
budget outline, comes after a decision 
last year by the Republican-dominated 
Legislature to limit what could be shown 
on gas-pump inspection stickers posted 
by the Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services.

Fried is the only Democrat elected 
statewide, and stickers placed on pumps 
after she took office last year included a 
picture of her.

The House’s new budget proposal 
includes a provision that says a portion 
of money for the department would be 
put in “reserve until the department 
submits a plan to the Legislative Budget 
Commission for removing stickers 
affixed by the department to petroleum 
fuel tanks.”

Fred Piccolo, a spokesman for House 
Speaker Jose Oliva, R-Miami Lakes, said 
the House is taking the steps because 
Fried didn’t carry out the Legislature’s 
directive last year to replace the stickers 
that included her picture.

“The Legislature made it clear last ses-
sion that the placing of a likeness of one-
self on official inspection materials was 
unseemly, self-promoting and contrary 
to taxpayer interests,” Piccolo said in an 
email. “Commissioner (Fried) chose to 
ignore that directive. The House in 2020 
is reiterating last year’s requirement and 
exercising our constitutional prerogative 

Fight refueled 
over gas pump 

stickers
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Florida Agriculture Commissioner Nikki Fried.

By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — While the 
wheels of justice turn slowly, 
none seem to move more 
slowly for county residents 
as the trial of Zephen Xaver, 
who has been charged with 
five counts of first-degree 
murder of five women in 
the Midtown SunTrust Bank 
on Jan. 23, 2019. The wheels 
can turn even slower when 
a suspect waives their right 
to a speedy trial, as Xaver 
did on March 25, 2019 in his 
death penalty case.

More than one year has 
passed since the tragic 
shooting and Assistant State 
Attorney Steve Houchin said 
he would not even venture 
a guess as to when the trail 
could begin.

Xaver has had multiple 
attorneys, who all work 
in Rex Dimmig II’s Public 
Defender’s Office in the 
Tenth Judicial Circuit. On 
Jan. 24, Pete Mills appeared 
for Xaver, who has waived 
his right to appear for every 
pretrial conference so far. 

Mills is an Assistant Public 
Defender who worked on 
Xaver’s case until March 11, 
2019 when Blair Allen took 
over. Just three months later 
on June 11, 2019, Assistant 
Public Defender Jane Allie 
McNeill was assigned to the 
case.

Mills was granted a 60-day 
continuance for the sched-
uled pre-trial conference 
and Houchin said that time 
would probably be used 

to conduct interviews and 
taking depositions.

Mills is Chair of the Death 
Penalty Steering Committee 
for the Florida Public 
Defender’s Association 
and a frequent speaker at 
the Florida Association of 
Criminal Defense Lawyers’ 
annual “Death is Different” 
seminars. His biography for 
the 2018 seminar states he is 
a “frequent speaker at death 
penalty conferences. Prior 

to his work with the Office 
of the Public Defender, 
he worked at the Office 
of the Capital Collateral 
Representative, where he 
represented Florida death 
row inmates in postconvic-
tion litigation.”

Mills is scheduled to speak 
on case law update during 
the 2020 seminar, which 
takes place Feb. 20-21.

McNeill has also been a 
speaker at the Florida Public 
Defender’s Association “Life 
Over Death” seminar, speak-
ing on “Jury Instruction 
Update & Challenges” at 
the 2019 event. The seminar 
“gives defense attorneys an 
opportunity to learn from 
experienced litigators and 
to those handling their first 
capital case to learn from 
experts, share ideas, and de-
velop important contacts.”

Xaver was scheduled 
to have a PET scan in 
late November or early 
December. The motion to 
transport the suspect to 
the imaging center was 

Xaver case slowly moving forward
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District 10 State Attorney Brian Haas speaks to reporters in front of the Highlands County Courthouse to announce the state of Florida would 
be seeking the death penalty in the Zephen Xaver case.
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Assistant State Attorney Steve Houchin has been tasked with prose-
cuting the Zephen Xaver case.
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Welcome to your community bank for responsive, personal service 

where a person always answers the phone and can connect you 

with business professionals who can make a difference for you. 

YOU CALL. 
A PERSON ANSWERS. 
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