
By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — City of Avon Park 
Director of Infrastructure Ronnie Jones 
and Executive Administrative Assistant/
Interim City Clerk Suzie Gentry are each 
resigning effective Jan. 20.

In a letter to Interim City Manager Kim 
Gay, Jones stated, “I regret to inform you 
that I am resigning my position as the 
director of infrastructure. My last day 
will be Friday, January 17, 2020.

“If there is anything I can do to help 
make this transition easier, please let me 
know. I do not intend to inconvenience 
you with this news and hope you will 

accept my most sincere 
apologies. Thank you so 
much for your understand-
ing in this matter.”

Jones previously ten-
dered his resignation in 
letter dated Nov. 14, 2019 
with a last day of Nov. 22. 
That resignation letter 
stated, “I’ll reconsider and 
stay for a ten percent raise 

and no more interference into daily 
operation by council members.”

He decided to stay, but council did not 
provide a pay increase from his salary of 
$80,000 and there was no change offered 
in the council’s interaction with his 

position.
In a Nov. 20 letter to Gay, Jones stated, 

“Please accept this letter of rescission in 
lieu of my resignation. After receiving 
many calls for support from council, 
staff and your office, I have decided to 
decline the generous offer I had received 
and instead stay to continue the work 
we’ve started.”

Before Jones, decided to remain with 
the city, the City Council was concerned 
about who would oversee the north and 
south utility extension projects.

At a council meeting, Carl Cool of 
Cool and Cobb Engineering said he will 
be working with the city’s staff, not as 
a supervisor, but available if they have 

questions. He said he goes to the north 
utility extension site a couple of times a 
day anyway looking at the work that is 
being done.

Also in a letter to Gay, Gentry tendered 
her resignation as executive adminis-
trative assistant to the city manger and 
interim city clerk.

“It has been a great pleasure working 
as your EAA and interim city clerk,” she 
stated.

Councilwoman Maria Sutherland said, 
“If there is an employee who is unhappy 
who finds greener pastures elsewhere, 
I am all for them and self-promotion in 
any form they are seeking. I congratulate 
them.”
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Steiner back in county to face child porn charges
By KIM LEATHERMAN

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Zachrey Stephen Steiner, 
30, of Sebring, was arrested on Jan. 4 
in Hillsborough County on a warrant 
from Highlands County stemming from 
22 counts of child pornography with 
the intent to promote, an enhanced 
charge, and 22 counts of transmission 
of child pornography. He was extradited 
to Highlands County on Jan. 8. The 
amount of charges he is facing has risen 
exponentially.

Steiner is facing 53 additional charges 

of possessing, possibly 
promote or depict child 
sex conduct, a first degree 
felony, and 10 additional 
counts of obscene com-
munication in a state, 
electronically transmitting 
child pornography, a third 
degree felony.

The original 22 counts 
were from one victim. 

However, the Highlands County Sheriff’s 
Office believed there were more victims, 
with at least two of them being from 
Highlands County. Local officials also 

said Steiner uploaded pornography of 
his girlfriends that he videoed without 
their knowledge. His girlfriends were 
all minors at the time the images were 
taken.

HCSO was made aware of the case 
when two of Steiner’s victims reported 
it to detectives on Nov. 18. The victims 
said Steiner uploaded pornographic 
still images and videos on pornographic 
sites and sent them through emails and 
Facebook messenger. The arrest report 
calls them witness 1 and witness 2, or 
W1 and W2. The report also said that 
W1 learned about the images from W2.

The detective found the videos in 
question and got a search warrant for 
the pornographic website’s lawyers. 
Witness 2 told the detective in a sworn 
statement that she was 15 years old 
when the picture was taken. Witness 1 
reported having sex with the suspect 
before she turned 18. Steiner allegedly 
uploaded a video of them having sex 
with an underage minor.

A third victim was found and said she 
was in a relationship with Steiner also, 
while being a minor and he was over 18. 

Jones, AP infrastructure director, resigning
Gentry, interim city clerk, also tenders resignation

House leader 
focuses on 

use of genetic 
information

By CHRISTINE SEXTON
NEWS SERVICE OF FLORIDA

Editor’s note: This is part of a series 
of stories advancing the 2020 legislative 
session.

TALLAHASSEE — A powerful House 
Republican on Thursday filed legislation 
that would ban insurance companies 
from using people’s genetic information 
to cancel, limit or deny life-insurance 
policies or long-term care coverage.

If incoming House Speaker Chris 
Sprowls is successful, Florida will be the 
first state in the nation to prohibit life-in-
surance and long-term care insurance 
companies from using the information.

“I believe there is nothing greater for 
our privacy than our genetic code,” said 
Sprowls, a Palm Harbor Republican who 
is slated to become speaker after the 
November elections. “Handing that over 
to large insurance companies is bad 
public policy.”

It’s unusual for incoming House 
speakers and Senate presidents to file 
bills under their names. While bills were 
filed on the genetic-information issue 
the past two years, the responsibility of 
shepherding them through the legislative 
process was given to other members.

“It’s a badge of honor to take the lead,” 
Sprowls, a cancer survivor, told The News 

Citrus forecast unchanged since December

USDA predicts 74 million boxes of oranges, 
5.4 million boxes of grapefruit

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The U.S. Department of Agriculture predicts 
the same return for the 2019-20 Florida citrus harvest as 
last year: 74 million 90-pound boxes of oranges.

The forecast also predicts 5.4 million boxes of grapefruit 
and 1.05 million boxes of tangerines and tangelos.

The USDA made the announcement at noon Friday via a 
statewide conference call. The numbers didn’t surprise Ray 
Royce, executive director of the Highlands County Citrus 
Growers Association.

“Nothing’s really changed since the initial estimate,” 
Royce said, with the caveat that the USDA did add 500,000 
boxes of grapefruit to the estimate. “We really are just now 
getting into the harvest season.”

Royce said it’s been a slow start, thanks to labor issues 
caused by new policies and procedures at the border and 
other government offices for H2A guest workers, mostly 
Hispanic.

As previously reported in the Highlands News-Sun, the 
workers come to the United States under what’s known as 
an H2A contract, and harvesting companies employ these 
workers for about six months, supplying them with housing 
and transportation.

After the season is over, usually about mid-May, the 
workers return home to Mexico or other nations.

This time, harvesting got started two to four weeks later, 

Royce said.
“It started slower with fewer people than normal,” Royce 

said. “It’s going relatively well. We have adequate crews here 
now.”

Timing is crucial to the harvest, Royce said. Once growers 
have sold a crop, the buyer will send in testers during the 
fall to check the sugar and acid content of the fruit. When 
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A citrus worker picks oranges in a recent growing season. Forecasts 
for the 2019-20 growing season are the same as last year: 74 million 
90-pound boxes of oranges, which is unchanged from last year.
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Florida oranges await packing or juicing, while this year’s U.S. Department of Agriculture forecasts for the season are identical to last year: 
74 million 90-pound boxes of oranges and 5.4 million boxes of grapefruit.
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House Speaker Chris Sprowls, left, has filed a bill 
that would ban insurance companies from using 
people’s genetic information to be used against 
the consumer. The issue will be addressed during 
the upcoming legislative session.
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