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Tuck and Republicans file controversial School Choice bill
By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — House Bill 1 appears 
to be a boon for private schools to the 
detriment of public schools, while 
giving parents more options for the 
education of their children.

The summary of HB 1 states: School 
Choice; Revises provisions relating to 
Family Empowerment Scholarship 
Program, Florida Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program, & part-time 
enrollment in public schools.

A portion of the 50-page bill states, 

“Program funds awarded to a student 
determined eligible may be used for 
tuition and fees at an eligible private 
school or transportation to a Florida 
public school in which a student is 
enrolled and that is different from 
the school to which the student was 
assigned or to a lab school.”

The activist group Americans for 
Prosperity is supporting the bill calling 
it, “the most transformational educa-
tion legislation in Florida History.”

The Florida Education Association 
(FEA, state teachers union) describes 
the bill as, “a massive transfer of 

taxpayer funds to unaccountable, 
private and religious schools and 
corporations. The bill creates universal 
vouchers and will take funds currently 
used for public school students to 
subsidize private school tuition. The 
ultimate goal is the complete privat-
ization of Florida’s public schools.”

The bill is sponsored by Rep. 
Kaylee Tuck, R-Lake Placid and 
Susan Plazencia, R-Winter Park and 
is cosponsored by 23 Republican 
representatives.

An Americans for Prosperity mailer 
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Choice & Innovation Subcommittee Chair Rep. Kaylee Tuck, 
R-Lake Placid speaks to the press about filing HB-1.

Wagner owner says war in Ukraine could drag on for years
By SUSIE BLANN 

ASSOCIATED PRESS

KYIV, Ukraine (AP) — The 
owner of the Russian Wagner 
Group private military contractor 
actively involved in the fighting in 
Ukraine has predicted that the war 
could drag on for years.

Yevgeny Prigozhin said in a vid-
eo interview released late Friday 
that it could take 18 months 
to two years for Russia to fully 
secure control of Ukraine’s eastern 
industrial heartland of Donbas. 
He added that the war could go on 
for three years if Moscow decides 
to capture broader territories east 
of the Dnieper River.

The statement from Prigozhin, 
a millionaire who has close links 
to Russian President Vladimir 
Putin and was dubbed “Putin’s 
chef” for his lucrative Kremlin 
catering contracts, marked a 
recognition of the difficulties that 
the Kremlin has faced in the cam-
paign, which it initially expected 
to wrap up within weeks when 
Russian troops invaded Ukraine 
on Feb. 24.

Russia suffered a series of 
humiliating setbacks in the fall 
when the Ukrainian military 
launched successful counteroffen-
sives to reclaim broad swaths of 
territory in the east and the south. 
The Kremlin has avoided making 

forecasts on how long the fighting 
could continue, saying that what 
it called the “special military 
operation” will continue until its 
goals are fulfilled.

The Russian forces have 
focused on Ukraine’s Luhansk 
and Donetsk provinces that make 
up the Donbas region where 
Moscow-backed separatists have 
been fighting Ukrainian forces 
since 2014.

Ukrainian and Western officials 
have warned that Russia could 
launch a new broad offensive to 
try to turn the tide of the conflict 
as the war approaches the one-
year mark. But Ukraine’s military 
intelligence spokesman, Andriy 

Chernyak, told Kyiv Post that 
“Russian command does not have 
enough resources for large-scale 
offensive actions.”

“The main goal of Russian 
troops remains to achieve at least 
some tactical success in eastern 
Ukraine,” he said.

Prigozhin said that the Wagner 
Group mercenaries were continu-
ing fierce battles for control of the 
Ukrainian stronghold of Bakhmut 
in the Donetsk region. He 
acknowledged that the Ukrainian 
troops were mounting fierce 
resistance.

As Russian troops have pushed 
their attacks in the Donbas, 
Moscow has also sought to 

demoralize Ukrainians by leaving 
them without heat and water in 
the bitter winter.

On Friday, Russia launched the 
14th round of massive strikes on 
Ukrainian energy facilities and 
other vital infrastructure. High-
voltage infrastructure facilities 
were hit in the eastern, western 
and southern regions, resulting in 
power outages in some areas.

Ukraine’s energy company, 
Ukrenergo, said Saturday that 
the situation was “difficult but 
controllable,” adding that involved 
backups to keep up power 
supplies but noting that power 
rationing will continue in some 
areas.

Xaver lawyer used 
insanity defense 
in previous case

By JOHN GUERRA
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING – Will Zephen Xaver’s lawyer 
attempt an insanity defense to keep her 
client off death row? The question remains 
unanswered more than four years after 
Xaver killed five local women in SunTrust 
Bank.

Assistant Public Defender Jane Allie 
McNeill has so far refused to state whether 
she will use an insanity defense, though the 
law states she must do so within 15 days of 
arraignment. Neither McNeill nor previous 
public defenders representing Xaver have 
done so. McNeill was assigned to the case 
in June 2019 – six months after the crime.

Timely notification is important, be-
cause filing an insanity defense at the last 
moment robs prosecutors the time neces-
sary to study the defendant’s mental health 
records, depose defense psychiatrists, and 
present opposing evidence.

A look at Florida vs. John Jonchuck, 
named for the man who threw his 5-year-
old daughter off the Dick Misener Bridge in 
2015, may offer some clues. McNeill served 
on the three-member defense team that 
successfully convinced a jury that Jonchuck 
– who faced possible execution – was 
mentally ill and should spend the rest of his 
life in jail.

Both men committed their acts in a 
public way. Bank security cameras captured 
Xaver executing the Sebring women; a St. 
Petersburg police officer watched Jonchuck 
drop his daughter over a bridge railing into 
Tampa Bay. Both men also claimed voices 
in their heads directed them to commit 
their killings.

There are differences between the way 
McNeill has handled each case, however.

McNeill has so far refused to say whether 
she will use an insanity defense in Xaver’s 

‘Ministry of presence’: Sheriff 
pastors comfort the grieving

By JOHN GUERRA
STAFF WRITER

The flowers and crosses stick out of the 
grass on the side of every major road in 
Highlands County.

Take a drive on U.S. 19, U.S. 27, U.S. 98, 
State Roads 70, 64, and county roads like 
Lake June Road, Sebring Parkway, and 
Panther Parkway and you’ll pass mylar 
balloons, photos of loved ones, and other 
humble memorials to loved ones lost to 
automobile accidents.

When a household learns of the 
sudden loss of a family member in a car 
accident, from gunfire or other events, the 
Highlands County Sheriff’s office sends an 
angel to comfort them.

The Rev. Richard Norris is the lead 

volunteer chaplain for the Highlands 
County Sheriff’s Chaplain Unit. Norris has 
been involved with emergency services 
as well as the ministry for almost 40 years, 
not only fighting fires and saving lives but 
in these later years, comforting victims of 
hurricanes, fires, floods, and automobile 
crashes.

“I was raised around emergency 
services,” he said. “My father served with 
a rescue squad so I grew up in the world 
of emergency, medical, fire and police 
services.”

Educated in the The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, he was an EMT instructor 
about the time he became a pastor.

He and his six fellow sheriff’s chaplains 
also notify families when they’ve lost 
someone to a car crash or other event. 

They also provide Sheriff’s Office mem-
bers and their families with spiritual 
guidance, support and information when 
requested. They are non-denomina-
tional in their volunteer work but are 
ordained ministers in their respective 
congregations.

The Highlands News-Sun interviewed 
Norris and the unit’s role in comforting 
victims and survivors.

“We’re not psychologists, we don’t 
pretend to be, we are merely chaplains 
meeting the spiritual needs of those who 
request it when called to a scene,” he said.

The chaplains consider their work 
as comfort and spiritual support as an 
extension of their parish ministries, “not 
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From left: Highlands County Sheriff’s Office chaplain Allen Altvater and HCSO victim advocate/therapy dog handler Liz Fischer with therapy dogs Stella 
(foreground) and Trey at the dedication of Reflection Park in honor of the five women murdered at the Midtown SunTrust Branch in January 2019.
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