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Deputies terminated after internal investigation
Claims of sexual assault unproven, but agency policies, 

ethics not followed, Sheriff said
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — A woman who 
alleged a deputy sheriff had sex 
with her without her consent waited 
almost three years to have anyone 
investigate the matter.

A Highlands County Sheriff’s 
Office criminal investigation this 
year into the 2018 incident could 
not confirm sexual assault. However, the criminal and 
subsequent internal investigations concluded that the 
married deputy did have sex with a married woman, 
he gave inconsistent stories about what happened, 
and that he and two deputies with him gave mislead-
ing names to the woman and her friends.

The investigations also concluded that another 
deputy who had opportunity to look into the sexual 

assault allegation apparently did nothing with that 
information for two years.

As a result, Sheriff Paul Blackman has fired Lt. Chris 
Gunter, Det. Adrian Gamez and Sgt. John Singha, and 
reprimanded Sgt. Cory Tomblin. Gamez resigned May 
3, prior to the end of the internal investigation and 
prior to a formal recommendation for his termination.

Gunter, the one accused of alleged non-consensual 
sex, had been with the agency since Feb. 18, 2004; 

Singha, since Nov. 23, 2005, and Gamez, since Nov. 19, 
2008.

PHIL ATTINGER/STAFF

The Highlands County Sheriff’s Office learned in February of an 
alleged 2018 sexual assault incident involving a deputy, but 
could not confirm the incident as non-consensual. Criminal and 
subsequent internal investigations resulted in the termination 
of two deputies and the resignation of a third deputy.

Gunters: 
Termination 

excessive, not 
explained

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Both Chris Gunter and his wife, Catie, 
find his termination from the Highlands County 
Sheriff’s Office to be excessive.

They told the Highlands News-Sun on Friday that 
his was especially true in light of similar or worse 
violations of the Code of Conduct by other members 
of the agency, who were reprimanded, but are still 
employed there.

This investigation, they said, was out of scope of 
that precedent, especially since he had no previous 
violations on his record.

Chris Gunter was hired by the agency in February 
2004, achieved the rank of sergeant in 2014 and lieu-
tenant in June or July of 2018. It was in 2018, during 
his time as sergeant and after just being assigned to 
the drug enforcement unit, that he and Detectives 
Adrian Gamez and Cory Tomlinson, also assigned to 
that unit under Gunter, went out on an off-duty night 
to a local bar, according to investigation reports.

There they met three women who socialized with 
them at the bar, then at Gamez’s home where they 
allegedly fraternized. Gunter was accused this year 
via an anonymous letter sent to the Sheriff’s Office 
of having non-consensual sex that night with one 
woman, who was allegedly too drunk to consent. A 
criminal investigation concluded the allegations were 
unfounded, but an internal investigation resulted in 
the termination of Gunter and Sgt. John Singha for 
allegedly failing to investigate the matter.

Tomlinson was reprimanded and put on probation. 
Gamez resigned to take a new job prior to the end 
of the investigation. [See “Deputies terminated after 
internal investigation”].

Chris Gunter said the incident, more than three 
years ago now, was hard to recall in detail. Catie 
Gunter said she believes trying to answer specific 
questions about any incident that long ago is difficult, 
at best, and not a sign of untruthfulness.

Chris Gunter points to the fact that Lt. Chris Smith 
reportedly got a phone call from a deputy about the 
allegations about a week after the incident, allegedly 
immediately after the deputy learned of them, but 
Smith could not recall that phone call, according to 
Internal Affairs reports. Internal investigation reports 
stated that phone records verified the call did take 
place.

“Why is that lieutenant still working?” Catie Gunter 
asked.

As for what happened in 2018?

Gamez:
Deputy disputes 
punishments of 

investigation
Was already on way out

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Adrian Gamez, a Highlands County 
sheriff’s deputy since Nov. 19, 2008, left law enforce-
ment on May 3, 2021, with no intention of returning.

He said he had already sought jobs in other fields, 
including doing an interview in December 2020 for 
a job he has now, long before the Sheriff’s Office 
launched investigations earlier this year into an 
incident of alleged misconduct by him and two other 
deputies.

It so happens, he said, that the human resources 
office of his new civilian sector employer – whom he 
declines to name for privacy reasons – called him with 
a hire date when the HCSO internal investigations 
started.

“When I provided a statement to “[Internal Affairs 
Lt. Sean] Casey, I left with the aspect of ‘it was a fun 
job, but I need to look out for myself and my family,’” 
he told the Highlands News-Sun on Friday morning.

He disputes the results of those investigations, 
including recommendations to terminate him and 
now former-lieutenant Chris Gunter, as well as former 
Sgt. John Singha, for allegedly failing to investigate the 
matter.

A fourth deputy, then Det. Cory Tomlinson, has 
been given a reprimand and probation.

On a night in early 2018, Gamez, Gunter and 
Tomlinson went out on an off-duty night to a local 
bar, where they met three women who socialized 
with them at the bar, then fraternized with them 
at Gamez’s home, according to investigation re-
ports. [See “Deputies terminated after internal 
investigation”]

Gamez told the Highlands News-Sun he didn’t want 
to discuss that incident in detail, saying it was “beat 
up and down,” and that he’d “lived through it with his 
family.”

An anonymous letter sent this year to the Sheriff’s 
Office, alleged that Gunter had non-consensual sex 
with one woman that night in 2018. She was alleged-
ly too drunk to consent. A criminal investigation 
concluded the allegations were unfounded, but the 
internal investigations found fault in Gamez, Gunter 
and Singha.

Gamez does not agree that he and Gunter violated 
policy, stating that they were “completely off duty.” As 
for what happened that night, he alleges that other 

Singha:  
Procedures 

followed on assault 
allegation

Says others had responsibility 
to follow up

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — John Singha recalls that a deputy under 
his command, as a road patrol sergeant, was the one 
who first told him about an alleged sexual assault by a 
deputy back in 2018.

The initial information, which Singha said he re-
ceived in the summer of 2018, was that two members 
of the Highlands County Sheriff’s Office allegedly got 
one woman drunk, took her to an unknown location, 
and had sex with her.

When Singha asked where the deputy got this infor-
mation, he was told it came from the alleged victim’s 
father. Singha states that he asked this deputy to 
request the father and victim come into the Sheriff’s 
Office to give a statement.

“I thought he was going to do that,” Singha told the 
Highlands News-Sun on Thursday.

A few days passed, Singha said, and when he spoke 
with the deputy again – who allegedly only spoke with 
the victim’s father – the message was that the woman 
had taken responsibility, called the encounter con-
sensual, was married, did not want to endanger the 
marriage and didn’t want to pursue it at that point.

It was an issue of hearsay, legally, Singha said: “I’ve 
never spoken to the victim.”

“To my knowledge, she did not voluntarily come in 
to give a statement,” Singha said. “I learned about it 
again at the beginning of this year.”

That was when he was asked about it by Lt. Sean 
Casey with Internal Affairs.

According to internal investigation reports, the 
deputy who spoke to Singha also made a phone call 
to Lt. Chris Smith, Singha’s superior, to report the alle-
gations. Singha said he had no interaction with Smith 
on this matter, and Smith, according to investigation 
reports, had no recollection of that phone call.

“All of those requirements, for which I was terminat-
ed, was his responsibility,” Singha said.

Smith was also investigated, but was found not to 
have violated any procedures, policies or rules in the 
matter, according to the reports. Internal investigation 
reports show that Smith did receive a phone call from 
the deputy in question on that day, within approxi-
mately 30 seconds from the deputy speaking with the 
alleged victim.

Monday crash on U.S. 98 ends in fatality
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — A single vehicle wreck led to the death 
of an unknown driver early Monday morning. 
The Florida Highway Patrol did not provide many 
details as they were working on identifying the 
driver. While FHP preliminary reports do not give 

the names of those involved in crashes or even 
the make and models of the vehicles, they gen-
erally state the gender, age and city the motorist 
is from. At the time Monday’s crash report was 
written, the next of kin was not notified.

According to the report, just past 2 a.m., the 
driver was headed west on U.S. 98 nearing 
Johnson Lane when it failed to navigate a curve. 

The driver left the roadway, collided with a tree 
and caught on fire. The driver was pronounced 
dead at the scene.

This fatality is the 17th on Highlands County 
roads in 2021 per the unofficial records kept by 
the Highlands News-Sun. As of this same time 
last year, there had been 12 fatalities on county 
roads.
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“As the Sheriff, I am disappointed 
that we failed one of our citizens 

drastically.”
Sheriff Paul Blackman, regarding a two to three-year gap between a report of 

alleged sexual assault by a deputy and the start of a criminal investigation.
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